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CHAPTER 1 – PROBLEM SETTING, OBJECTIVES AND 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
1.1 GLOBAL CHANGE PROCESSES AFFECTING RURAL AREAS 
A variety of global processes of change affect and challenge rural areas all over 
Europe. We start this chapter with the elaboration of these different kinds of 
change processes and we will discuss four major change processes. First, we 
discuss the change processes in policy, then we will elaborate on the social, 
environmental and economic processes. All these processes are affected by 
globalization, which is considered here as an overarching process and will be 
discussed afterwards. 
First, policy changes have influenced rural areas, through a vertical and 
horizontal rescaling of statehood (Brenner 2003, Goodwin 1998, Pemberton and 
Goodwin 2010, Ward and Brown 2009). The vertical rescaling of statehood takes 
place through two simultaneous, seemingly paradoxical processes. On the one 
hand there is the process of Europeanization, referring to the transfer of power 
from the nation-state to supra-national bodies such as the European Union 
(Adshead 2013, Deas and Lord 2006). At the same time, there is a process of 
regionalization, implying a decentralization of authority to the local scale 
(Böcher 2008). Concepts like “the hollowing out of the nation state” in favor of 
regions and the “Europe of the regions” refer to this decentralization process 
(Jones and Keating 1995, Keating 1998, Keating 2001). There is also a horizontal 
rescaling of statehood, which means that there is more cooperation between 
state and non-state actors, or a so-called shift from government to governance 
(Brenner 2003, Pemberton and Goodwin 2010, Stoker 1997). This horizontal 
rescaling reflects a recognition of the changing role of the state at all levels and 
the greater propensity for public, private and voluntary sectors to work together 




“the new styles of governing that operate not only through the 
apparatuses of the sovereign state but also through a range of 
interconnecting institutions, agencies, partnerships and initiatives in 
which the boundaries between the public, private and voluntary sectors 
become blurred” (Woods 2005).  
Actors in rural areas are challenged to adapt their development processes to 
these changes in authority and governance possibilities. 
Besides these policy processes, social change processes have also influenced 
rural areas throughout Europe. The social composition of rural Europe has been 
significantly altered by migration, in particular counter-urbanization or out-
migration from rural areas (Copus et al. 2006, Shucksmith et al. 2011). Counter-
urbanization refers to the migration of new actors that enter rural areas. These 
new actors claim new functions of the rural areas (Kerselaers et al. 2011, Zasada 
2011) and demand for example the preservation of environmental quality and 
cultural landscapes, possibilities for leisure and recreation and regional food 
supply. Furthermore, these in-migrants start up new businesses, mainly in the 
secondary and tertiary sector (Verhoeve et al. 2012). Sometimes the new 
demands and the accompanying values and lifestyles conflict with the ones of the 
indigenous residents of rural areas and result in transformations of the rural 
communities (Cloke 2006).  In other rural areas, there is the reverse migration, 
outside these areas, where young people leave the rural areas to work and live in 
cities (Copus et al. 2006). This has major social consequences in rural areas, with 
a net result of an ageing rural population. The rural population is decreasing and 
as a consequence, the demographic structure of rural areas is often not 
appropriate to support provision of local public services (Thissen et al. 2010).  
Third, environmental changes have also affected rural areas in different ways. 
Shucksmith et al. (2011) identify climate change as a major environmental 
process that impacts on rural areas. The possible impact of climate change upon 
rural areas of Europe remains uncertain (Shucksmith et al. 2011). Not only will 
climate change itself have direct impacts on the rural environment, and hence on 
rural economies and societies, but the responses and adaptation of rural 
communities to climate change will determine their future social and economic 
viability. The harnessing of renewable rural resources could also play a key role 




Furthermore, societal expectations towards the environment and rural areas 
have changed, resulting in new demands and policy changes (Zasada 2011). The 
increasing attention for renewable energy, with bio-energy, wind mills and solar 
panels as alternative ways for producing energy, is an example of this.  
Finally, from an economic point of view, rural areas are gradually converted 
from an agriculture-based economy to a much more diverse one. Two main 
economic processes underlie this: the rise of the new rural economy and the 
changes in agricultural activities (Shucksmith et al. 2011). In the past, the 
agricultural sector was often the engine for growth in rural economies and 
represented the predominant source of rural income, employment and output. 
That situation has changed and agriculture is no longer the backbone of the rural 
economy (OECD 2006). Instead, the activities of the secondary and tertiary 
sector in the rural areas have increased tremendously. The term new rural 
economy refers to this shift away from the primary sector towards the secondary 
and tertiary sector, contributing to the diversification of rural economies 
(Shucksmith et al. 2011). A second explanation for the shift to a more diversified 
rural economy lies in the changes in the agricultural sector itself. A shift from 
productivist agriculture to multifunctional agriculture can be witnessed 
(Murdoch et al. 2003, Renting et al. 2009, van der Ploeg and van Dijk 1995, van 
der Ploeg et al. 2000, Van Huylenbroeck and Durand 2003, Wilson 2001, 2007). 
Since the 1980s, the productivist agricultural system has been criticized to have 
economic, environmental and social negative side-effects. Through processes of 
modernization, specialization, scale-enlargement and integration, productivist 
agriculture has resulted in an increasing uniformization and homogenization of 
rural areas (Bowen and De Master 2011, Burton 2004, Council of Europe 2000, 
Egoz et al. 2001, Van Eetvelde and Antrop 2009, Ward 2002, Wilson 2001, 2007, 
Wilson and Whitehead 2012, Wiskerke 2009).   
Multifunctional agriculture has gained importance as a counterforce against the 
homogenization and as an alternative for the negative side-effects of productivist 
agriculture (Van Huylenbroeck and Durand 2003, Wilson 2007). Broadly 
speaking, multifunctional agriculture refers to the several other functions that 
agricultural activity may also have beyond its role of producing food , fiber and 
fodder, such as renewable natural resources management, landscape and 




rural areas (Renting et al. 2009). There is a growing tendency away from 
expanding agricultural production to enabling more diversified agricultural 
activities, for instance the production of regional products, the provision of 
environmental and landscape services, etc. (Renting et al. 2009, Van 
Huylenbroeck and Durand 2003).  
All these processes are also affected by globalization, which can be considered as 
an overarching process influencing and challenging rural areas. Steger (2003, in 
Woods 2012a) defines globalization as  
“a multidimensional set of social processes that create, multiply, stretch 
and intensify worldwide social [and economic] interdependencies and 
exchanges while at the same time fostering in people a growing 
awareness of deepening connections between the local and the distant”. 
In other words, globalization processes expose large parts of the world to similar 
influences (Simon et al. 2010). As a consequence, people and companies are less 
bound to a particular place (Pike et al. 2006). The “pull to sameness”, leading to 
convergence, loosens traditional cultural boundaries and lifestyles and results in 
“uniformization” (Taylor 1999). Identity becomes threatened and people may 
start to feel insecure as their traditional cultural underpinning weakens 
(Wiskerke 2009). This cultural insecurity leads people to look for recognizable 
points of reference in their own surroundings. Differences between places are 
emphasized, and place-specific features, such as scenery, products or cultural-
historic heritage, are assigned more value and used to fix identity (Haartsen et al. 
2000, Wiskerke 2009). These “forces making for difference”, which lead to 
divergence, can be labeled as processes of localization and return the processes 
of globalization to place-specific forms (Taylor 1999). In this way, globalization 
and localization are not opposite, but rather part of the same development: 





1.2 PLACE BASED RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN FLANDERS: REGION-
SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT  
The aforementioned policy, social, environmental and economic change 
processes, in combination with globalization as an overarching process have 
resulted in increasingly homogeneous and uniform rural areas. Rural areas have 
become progressively interchangeable (Wiskerke 2009). There’s a significant 
loss of the diversity of rural landscapes, rural products, farming techniques and 
crops, and other cultural and environmental differences of rural areas (Bowen 
and De Master 2011, Burton 2004, Council of Europe 2000, Egoz et al. 2001, Van 
Eetvelde and Antrop 2009, Ward 2002 Wilson 2001, 2007, Wilson and 
Whitehead 2012, Wiskerke 2009).   
As a reaction to this, a growing attention for place-based rural development can 
be witnessed in society, science and policy (Amin 2004, Bristow 2010, OECD 
2006, Shucksmith 2010, Shucksmith et al. 2011, Wellbrock et al. 2013). Before 
elaborating on how region-specific or place-based rural development is 
approached in Flanders, we will first describe what place-based rural 
development entails. To conclude this section, we introduce the concept of the 
region and how it will be used throughout this dissertation.  
 
1.2.1 Place-based rural development  
Central to place-based development is the use of endogenous resources for 
growth (High and Nemes 2007, Shucksmith 2010). This growth is preferably 
controlled and directed by local actors. By local actors we mean all actors that 
have a stake in place-based rural development. These can be people living and 
working in the region, as well as people working in organizations and/or policy 
institutions involved in place-based rural development. Place-based 
development focuses on valorizing differences through the nurturing of locally 
distinctive human and environmental capacities (Shucksmith 2000, van der 
Ploeg and Long 1994). This approach promotes territorially-focused, integrated 
rural development. Development is contextualized by focusing on the needs, 




values. This also entails the participation of local actors in the decision-making 
about the local development strategies as well as in the selection of the priorities 
of these strategies (Galdeano-Gómez et al. 2010, Ray 1999a, 2000, 2006). This 
way, the resulting development trajectories concur better with the specific 
regional opportunities and problems. Furthermore, place-based approaches to 
rural development are considered as strengthening the resilience of rural areas 
against global pressures by decreasing state dependencies and increasing the 
economic competitiveness of rural areas (Amin 2004, Bristow 2010, OECD 2006, 
Shucksmith 2010, Wellbrock et al. 2013). 
 
1.2.2 Region as operational interface between administrative 
policy levels 
The aforementioned change processes have also had an impact on rural areas in 
Flanders, resulting in more attention for place-based rural development 
(Platteau et al. 2012, Vlaamse Landmaatschappij 2013). In Flanders, a 
substantive part of place-based rural development initiatives emerges at the 
regional level (Platteau et al. 2012). This regional level is situated between the 
provinces (NUTS 2) and municipalities (LAU 2) (see figure 1.1). The Flemish 
government focuses more and more on the regional level for organizing and 
implementing place-based rural development. The region thus emerges as an 
operational interface between established public administrative levels to enable 
better coordination and implementation of top-down policies. The Flemish 
government defines place-based rural development as region-specific rural 
development (in Dutch “gebiedsgericht plattelandsbeleid”). 
As illustrated in figure 1.1, it is at this intermediate, regional level that new 
operational interfaces are formed for region-specific rural development. The 
regional level is considered by policy actors as the appropriate level to organize 
and operationalize place-based rural development. These regions consist of a 






Figure 1.1: The region as an operational interface between administrative policy levels 
The attention for this intermediate regional level is not limited to policy actors. 
Also local actors often cooperate and organize bottom-up development 
initiatives on this regional level. As will be extensively illustrated in this 
dissertation, it is at this intermediate, regional level that bottom-up and top-
down initiatives meet. In other words, the region emerges as an operational 
interface between established public administrative levels to enable better 
coordination and implementation of top-down policies and to enhance and 
create institutional space for bottom-up, place-based strategies (Roep et al. 
forthcoming, Wellbrock 2013, Wellbrock et al. 2013). 
The following section elaborates more on how ‘region’ can be conceptualized 





1.2.3 Region as a social construct, constructed by actors and 
processes 
“Region (noun):  
1. An area, especially part of a country or the world having definable 
characteristics but not always fixed boundaries (Oxford Dictionary)” 
The attention for the regional level is not limited to the Flemish context, it is an 
international trend, both in science and policy (Antonsich 2010, Hamin and 
Marcucci 2008, Lagendijk 2007, Pike et al. 2006). There is an enormous amount 
of literature on the concept of the region. Behind the term there are several 
academic discussions on the true meaning and different interpretations of the 
concept. We will briefly introduce the concept here, while chapter 2 will 
elaborate more into detail on the conceptualizations and interpretations of 
‘region’.  
In the past, regions were considered as pre-given and stable spatial units, 
resulting from the age-old interaction between nature and culture. Since the 
1980s, this essentialist view has been criticized (Jonas 2012, Paasi 2009). 
According to the proponents of the ‘new’ geography, the demarcation and the 
identity of a region cannot be taken for granted as pre-given facts. Instead, 
regions are fluid and historically contingent social constructions that are created 
in political, economic, cultural and administrative practices (Jonas 2012, Jones 
and MacLeod 2004, Paasi 2003, 2009). Regions are understood as constructed 
and (re)produced by a variety of actors and social, economic and political 
processes (Allen and Cochrane 2007, 2010, Jonas 2012, Massey 1979). 
Throughout the remainder of this dissertation, we will apply this constructivist 





Figure 1.2: The region constructed by actors and processes 
Different aspects of region-specific rural development processes have been 
studied in literature.  However, there is still a lack of clarity on the role of actors 
in these processes (Antonsich 2010, Deacon 2004, Hamin and Marcucci 2008, 
Horlings 2010, Paasi 2010, Wellbrock 2013). Therefore, this thesis will focus on 
the roles of actors in region-specific rural development. 
 
1.3 THE ROLE OF ACTORS IN REGION-SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
This thesis will study the role of actors in processes of region-specific rural 
development and their interaction. We will focus on how actors shape, develop 
and envision their regions. 
SHAPING THE REGION  
In order to study the role of actors in region-specific rural development, a 
thorough knowledge on the regional context and insight into the region 
formation processes are indispensable. While the roles and goals associated with 
the construction of regions have been treated extensively (Antonsich 2010, 




2011, Zimmerbauer and Paasi 2013) the question of agency and the role of 
actors in the construction and (re)production of regions has not been dealt with 
(Deacon 2004, Hamin and Marcucci 2008). 
DEVELOPING THE REGION 
Different strategies for place-based rural development can be distinguished. 
Regional branding is one of these strategies that has gained popularity during 
the last decades (Boisen et al. 2011, Dominguez Garcia et al. 2013, Pike 2011a). 
Government officials, policy makers and various commercial and non-
commercial stakeholders are confident that a coherent, strong and attractive 
regional brand will help promote the economic development of their region 
(Boisen et al. 2011, Pike 2011b). Regional branding is a promotional strategy 
that includes all activities that increase the attractiveness of a region as a place 
for working, living and spending free time (van Ham 2008). The underlying idea 
of regional branding is that when making location choices, people and firms 
increasingly take into consideration the image a region evokes, rather than just 
the objective characteristics (Hospers 2004, Mettepenningen et al. 2012). 
Regional branding is complex, because different regional actors have varying 
interests in the region (Haartsen et al. 2000, Ooi 2004) and a vast number of 
diverse actors contribute to the creation of the regional brand and the way it will 
be communicated (Therkelsen and Halkier 2011). Although place branding has 
been extensively studied in literature (Anholt 2007, Govers and Go 2009, Pike 
2011a, 2011b), little attention is paid to the processes through which the 
regional brands have been created by regional actors, as well as the internal 
stakeholders’ relations and the processes behind the branding initiatives (Ooi 
2004, Therkelsen and Halkier 2011). 
ENVISIONING THE REGION 
The bottom-up development of local development strategies requires a 
completely different approach than the traditional top-down planning and policy 
development by national and/or regional authorities (Ray 1999b, Shucksmith 
2010). In practice, however, local development strategies are mostly the result of 
top-down planning and remain an extra-local expert-based exercise. This is 
caused by the political tradition of top-down policy-making and the lack of 




functions by local authorities to enable the bottom-up development of local 
strategies (Franklin and Marsden 2014, Petts and Brooks 2006, Rogge et al. 
2013). Furthermore, local actors are not always able to assess their regions’ 
position in comparison with other regions nor to determine in which direction 
the region should evolve for it to develop successfully (Messely et al. 2013). 
Regional actors have an intuitive feeling that rural areas are changing but it is 
sometimes hard for them to position their region within that change. While there 
are a number of theoretical frameworks to analyze region-specific rural 
development (van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008), mostly these remain 
theoretical exercises carried out by researchers or experts. Very little has been 
written about the feasibility of regional actors applying these theoretical 
exercises, of letting the regional actors make a self-assessment and design future 
development pathways (Messely et al. 2013). 
In order to fill the above gaps in literature, we will study processes of region 
formation, regional branding and self-assessment by regional actors in four case 
study regions in Flanders: Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen and 
Westhoek.   
 
1.4 OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Based on the findings of the previous sections, the following objectives and 
research questions emerged. A first objective is to explore region-specific rural 
development processes in Flanders and the interaction of policy and regional 
actors in these processes. Our second objective is to investigate the role of actors 
in processes of region formation and region-specific rural development. 
We have operationalized these objectives through four research questions: 
RQ1: How do policy and regional actors interact in processes of region-
specific rural development?  
RQ2: Shaping the region - How do regional actors shape their region? 




RQ4: Envisioning the region - How can regional actors be involved in the 
development of future strategies for region-specific rural development? 
This thesis is the result of the combination of project work during five years. A 
substantive part of the research projects has been initiated at the request of 
regional actors. We were approached by regional actors for scientific input and 
support for the development trajectories of their respective regions. Based on 
their requests, two projects were started. A first project focused on the 
possibilities of regional identity as a mobilizing force for rural development. A 
second project intended to evaluate and assess ongoing rural development 
processes of LEADER. The participation in these projects allowed us to get to 
work with a variety of stakeholders in the field and to grasp the different 
regional contexts. Being in this unique position gave us also the benefit of direct 
access to a large group of regional actors and insight into the practices of region-
specific rural development (McAreavey 2008, Newton et al. 2012). A third 
project that served as a basis of this dissertation was a research project funded 
by the Belgian government, in cooperation with Ghent University on 
multifunctionality and local identity as paradigms for a sustainable and 
competitive agriculture. The combination of this project work gave us the 
opportunity to study in depth how different actors interact in region-specific 
rural development, more specifically processes of region formation, regional 
branding and regional self-assessment. As a consequence of this combination of 
projects, not all case study areas are discussed in all chapters. Table 1.1 gives an 
overview of which regions are treated in each chapter.  
 
Table 1.1  Overview of the case studies for each chapter  
CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION  
 MEETJESLAND PAJOTTENLAND VLAAMSE ARDENNEN WESTHOEK 
CHAPTER 2     
CHAPTER 3     
CHAPTER 4     
CHAPTER 5     
CHAPTER 6     




1.5 OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 
To give the reader insight into the logic and structure of the thesis we have made 
an overall diagram situating the different steps in our research and the 
corresponding chapters. Figure 1.3 visualizes the structure of this dissertation 
and can be used as a guide throughout the entire work.  
 




The rest of this thesis is divided into 6 chapters. Chapter 2 discusses the policy 
answer to the processes of change discussed in the previous chapter. We give a 
very short historical overview of how European agricultural and rural policy has 
changed since the launch of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). In the second 
part of this chapter we give a short overview of the ongoing academic 
discussions on the concept region. 
Chapter 3 zooms in on the region as operational interface for region-specific 
rural development and empirically describes and analyzes how actors and policy 
interact in region-specific rural development at the regional level. The objective 
of this chapter is to set the scene of the dissertation, by analyzing empirically for 
the four case study regions the point of view of regional actors, the policy 
framework that shapes their actions and the strategies set out by regional actors. 
In order to study the role of actors in region-specific rural development, a 
thorough knowledge on the regional context and insight into the region 
formation processes are indispensable. Therefore we first study the role of 
actors in shaping the region in chapter 4. Adopting the institutionalization 
framework, the genesis, evolution and ongoing dynamics of region formation 
processes are empirically studied and analyzed.  
Building on the insights of the previous chapter on the region formation 
processes, chapter 5 focuses on the role of actors in developing the region 
through regional branding. This chapter analyzes how regional actors develop 
and implement a regional branding project. We investigate the selective nature 
of the studied regional branding projects and analyze the selections that are 
made by the actors involved in the regional branding projects. Furthermore, we 
discuss the underlying processes that influenced the selections in the studied 
regional branding projects. 
Chapter 6 then describes how regional actors can play a role in envisioning the 
region. In this chapter we study how regional actors set out region-specific rural 
development strategies through self-assessment of the ongoing development 
trajectories of their region. We explore the possibilities of using the theoretical 
concept ‘rural web’ as a mobilizing tool that can actively engage actors to reflect 




assessment generated new knowledge for regional stakeholders, and whether it 
can enable the regional stakeholders to set out future development strategies. 
Chapter 7 contains the overall conclusions. We begin this last chapter with a look 
back at our initial research questions, and we discuss how we have answered 
these questions in the course of this dissertation. This chapter covers topics that 
have been handled in all previous chapters. Furthermore, we formulate policy 
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CHAPTER 2 – REGIONS AND THE NEW RURAL PARADIGM: 
AN EXPLORATION OF CONCEPTS  
This chapter first discusses the policy answer to the processes of change 
discussed in the previous chapter. We give a very short historical overview of 
how European agricultural and rural policy has changed since the launch of the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in 1962. We focus on this particular period in 
time, because starting from the 1960s on, the regions we are talking about in this 
dissertation, have regained importance in science, policy and society. This 
increasing focus on regions and regional folklore and traditions was seen as a 
way to heal the traumas of the Second World War and to repair the social 
cohesion (Debergh 1984). Since the sixties the CAP has gone through several 
stages of reformation and within this chapter we will specifically elaborate on 
the shift from modernization towards the new rural paradigm (OECD). 
Characteristics of both paradigms are described. In the new rural paradigm, 
territorially-focused, integrated rural development takes up a central place. As 
mentioned in the first chapter, in Flanders this territorially-focused development 
emerges at the regional level. It is at this intermediate level between province 
(NUTS 2) and municipalities (LAU 2) that bottom-up activities of policy and 
bottom-up, grass-roots initiatives for region-specific rural development are 
coinciding. The ‘region’ is a well-discussed object in academic literature and 
many conceptualizations and definitions exist. In the second part of this chapter 
we give a short overview of the ongoing academic discussions on the concept 
region. We give a brief overview of the evolution of the concepts of space and 
region in geographical thinking and describe the renaissance of the concept 
region. We present two dichotomies  that are currently important in academic 
discussions on regions and we finish this chapter by stating how region is 




2.1 FROM MODERNIZATION TO THE NEW RURAL PARADIGM: POLICY 
REACTION TO THE GLOBAL CHANGE PROCESSES 
Starting from the 1960s, the European Union has outlined a Common 
Agricultural Policy, which has since then undergone major changes. The original 
emphasis of the European CAP was on tackling structural problems in the 
agricultural sector by supporting productivity. This was organized through 
market mechanisms like production support, import tariffs and export subsidies 
(Platteau et al. 2008). Rural policy was oriented towards productivism and 
sectoral modernization (Wilson 2001, 2007). Table 2.1 gives an overview of the 
aspects that characterize this productivism, called the modernization paradigm. 
The agricultural sector was considered as the engine of growth in rural 
economies and consequently, rural and agricultural issues were considered to be 
virtually synonymous. It was assumed that agricultural and rural objectives 
could be pursued through a single set of policies designed to aid the transition of 
the agricultural sectors. These policies were principally aimed at supporting 
agricultural production and incomes, through subsidies, as a means of promoting 
wider rural economic development (Shucksmith 2010, Ward and Brown 2009). 
The key actors were the national governments and farmers and policy was 
developed and implemented top-down. Through industrialization and 
investments in infrastructure, the main intention was to exploit and control 
nature, resulting in standardized production processes and convergence 
between rural areas (Ward 2002). 
Although the modernization processes in the agricultural sector have resulted in 
an increase in food production, sufficient food supply and a professionalization 
of the agricultural sector, they also have had negative consequences on the 
economy (e.g. oversupply, cutback of internal market instruments), environment 
(e.g. nitrate surpluses and pesticide residues) and the social sphere (e.g. 
isolation, bad image) (Galdeano-Gómez et al. 2010, Van Huylenbroeck and 
Durand 2003, Ward 2002). The modernization paradigm was criticized as 
distorted development, which boosted single sectors but left others behind and 
neglected the non-economic aspects of rural areas (Galdeano-Gómez et al. 2010). 
It was cast as a destructive form of development that erased the cultural and 
environmental differences of rural areas and was considered to be dictated 
development devised by external experts and planners outside the local rural 
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areas (Ward 2002). Together with other global, economic, social, policy and 
environmental processes, these critics of modernization have challenged rural 
policy to adapt (van der Ploeg et al. 2000). 
Since 1992, three successive rounds of reforms of the CAP have resulted in a shift 
away from a single focus on production to including also competitiveness, 
sustainability and rural development in the CAP. The MacSharry reform in 1992, 
the Agenda 2000 reform in 2000 and the Mid Term review in 2003 have led to 
substantial changes in the CAP (Platteau et al. 2008, Wilson 2007). Figure 2.1 
gives an overview of the different reforms and changes of the CAP. The lower 
side of the figure shows changes that are mainly related to agricultural 
production and development. The upper side of the figure indicates events and 
changes that are more related to a broader, rural development.  
 
 
Figure 2.1  Evolution of the Common Agricultural Policy. The upper side of the figure 





The MacSharry reform in 1992 has resulted into a reorientation away from 
market and price support, which have been replaced by a direct income support, 
per hectare or per animal. Furthermore, there was a gradually growing emphasis 
on the environment through the introduction of agri-environmental measures 
(Lowe et al. 2002, Marsden and Sonnino 2008, Wilson 2007).  
As a result of the 1996 rural development conference in Cork, the European 
Commission issued the Cork Declaration. This declaration recognized the 
declining economic role of conventional agriculture in marginal rural areas and 
the need to find other rationales for public subvention (Lowe et al. 2002, Wilson 
2007). It was a plea for more place-based development and a strengthening of 
the LEADER-approach (Wilson 2007). It also emphasized that agriculture should 
be seen as a major interface between people and the environment, and that 
farmers have a responsibility as ‘stewards of the countryside’. The Cork 
Declaration suggested that  
“integrated rural policy must be […] multifunctional in effect, with a 
clear territorial dimension. It must apply to all rural areas in the Union 
[…] It must be based on an integrated approach, encompassing within 
the same legal and policy framework: agricultural adjustment and 
development, economic diversification […] the management of natural 
resources, the enhancement of environmental functions and the 
promotion of culture, tourism and recreation” (European Commission 
1996, in Wilson 2007).  
For many people, the Cork Declaration marked a new and decisive stage in 
European rural policy (Delgado et al. 2003). The Cork Declaration formed the 
basis for the establishment of the 2nd pillar of the CAP on rural development 
(Lowe et al. 2002). This pillar was introduced and institutionalized through the 
Agenda2000 reform (Delgado et al. 2003).  The resulting policy aimed at 
encouraging rural initiatives and supporting farmers to diversify, to improve 
their product marketing and to otherwise restructure their businesses 
In 2003, the Mid Term review has resulted in the decoupling of the majority of 
the European subsidies from the (scale and choice of) production, resulting in a 
support system that is more simple, more market oriented and less distorting to 
international trade (Deuninck 2008, Platteau et al. 2008, Wilson 2007). This 
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entailed that farmers receive an income support payment, on condition that they 
comply with basic standards concerning the environment, food safety, animal 
and plant health and animal welfare, as well as the requirement of maintaining 
land in good agricultural and environmental condition. This so-called cross-
compliance became compulsory for all European farmers.  
The succeeding reforms have resulted into a shift away from the narrow focus on 
increasing production and coupled income support (productivism), towards the 
new rural paradigm, with a broader focus on multifunctionality, sustainability 
and rural development (Delgado et al. 2003, van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008, 
Wilson 2007, Woods 2012). The following section elaborates more into detail on 
this new rural paradigm. 
Table 2.1  Modernization versus new rural paradigm (Woods 2011) 
 
2.1.1 The new rural paradigm 
As mentioned in the previous section, since 2000, the European Union has a 
rural development policy, through which the member states try to tackle the 
multi-disciplinary problems rural areas are facing. As van der Ploeg et al. (2000, 
p. 395) stated  
MODERNIZATION PARADIGM NEW RURAL PARADIGM  
Inward investment Endogenous development 
Top down planning Bottom-up innovation 
Sectoral modernization Territorially-based integrated development 
Financial capital Social capital 
Exploitation and control of nature Sustainable development 
Transport infrastructure Information infrastructure 
Production  Consumption  
Industrialization Small-scale niches industries 
Social modernization Valorization of tradition 




“Rural development is on the agenda precisely because the 
modernization paradigm has reached its intellectual and practical 
limits.”  
The multi-disciplinary nature of rural development called for a shift towards the 
new rural paradigm, taking into account the diversity of rural regions across 
Europe (OECD 2006, van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008).  
Rural development has become a multi-actor, multi-level and multi-sector 
process (van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008). The new rural paradigm includes 
attempts to integrate various sectoral policies, such as agricultural, rural, spatial 
planning, social welfare, natural and environmental policies, at regional and local 
levels (OECD 2006). Table 2.1 gives an overview of the different characteristics 
of the new rural paradigm. In this approach the competitiveness of rural areas, 
the valorization of local assets and the exploitation of unused resources are 
essential (Árnason et al. 2009, Marsden and Bristow 2000, OECD 2006, Ward 
2002). The key actors are no longer limited to the farmers and national 
governments, all levels of policy and various stakeholders are involved. This 
implies a changing role for the state, as co-ordinator, manager or enabler rather 
than as provider and director of rural development (High and Nemes 2007, 
Shucksmith 2010). It also often requires efforts to improve coordination of 
sectoral policies within central governments and to decentralize policy 
administration (Ward and Brown 2009).  
The new rural development paradigm focuses on place-based or endogenous 
development, which refers to development trajectories that use region’s 
endogenous resources for growth (Galdeano-Gómez et al. 2010). This growth is 
controlled and directed by local actors (bottom-up). Endogenous development is 
about valorizing differences through the nurturing of locally distinctive human 
and environmental capacities (van der Ploeg and Long 1994, Shucksmith 2000). 
The endogenous approach promotes territorially-focused integrated rural 
development. It was induced as a reaction to exogenous development, which 
entails attracting extra-local investment and financial capital. Within the 
endogenous development approach, economic and other development is 
reoriented to maximize the retention of benefits within the local territory by 
valorizing and exploiting local resources. Development is contextualized by 
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focusing on the needs, capacities and perspectives of local people, local 
participation and community values.  
However, several authors question whether rural development can be truly 
endogenous and state that all development occurs within the context of 
globalization (High and Nemes 2007, Ray 2006, Woods 2012a, Shucksmith 
2010). Extra-local or exogenous forces like the European and national politico-
administrative system and actors from other localities interfere in the processes 
of endogenous rural development (Shucksmith 2010). Furthermore, rural areas 
have to rely on financial capital, supplies and consumers outside the region. Ray 
(2006) states that the notion of pure endogenous development in which change 
is animated solely by local actors independent of assistance of external agents is 
useful but only as an ‘ideal type’. The challenge is to find a synthesis, a hybrid 
view that goes beyond both endogenous and exogenous views of development 
and keeps in sight the dynamic interplay between such processes (High and 
Nemes 2007). 
Christopher Ray (2006, p. 281) therefore proposed the concept of neo-
endogenous rural development.  
“Neo–endogenous development retains a bottom-up core in that local 
territories and actors are understood as having the potential for 
(mediated) agency, yet understands that extra-local factors, inevitably 
and crucially, impact on - and are exploitable by- the local level.”  
‘Neo’ refers to the roles played in rural development by various manifestations of 
the extra-local. ‘Endogenous’ refers to the rural development aspects along a 
place-based, bottom-up trajectory (Shucksmith 2010). According to  Ray (2006), 
neo-endogenous rural development is organized at the level of territories, which 
should be seen as the result of top-down, official interventions by the 
government, combined with local, autonomous bottom-up initiatives. Ray (2006) 
distinguishes three inter-connecting planes or dimensions along which the 
operationalization of neo-endogenous rural development occurs: an intra-
territorial, a politico-administrative and an inter-territorial dimension. The 
intra-territorial dimension focuses on the endogenous aspect and includes the 
territorial mode of production, all territorial strategic activity, social capital, 




dimensions puts the territories in a broader politico-administrative context and 
studies the political (extra-)local factors. It considers all policy that affects the 
territory, as well as the evaluation of the tangible and intangible consequences of 
policy. Finally, the inter-territorial dimension focuses on the connectivity 
between territories, more specifically, the flows of culture, goods and consumers, 
awareness-raising and regulation and methods between territories.  
There are many resemblances between the regional level we discuss in the 
dissertation and the territories Ray defines when talking about neo-endogenous 
rural development. We have stated in the previous as well as in this chapter that 
in Flanders (NUTS 1), place-based rural development is organized and 
implemented at the regional level intermediate between provinces (NUTS 2) and 
municipalities (LAU 2). This regional level emerges as an operational interface 
between established public administrative levels to enable better coordination 
and implementation of top-down policies and to enhance and create institutional 
space for bottom-up, place-based strategies. The following section gives a brief 
overview of how the concept of the region is defined and interpreted in academic 
literature. 
 
2.2 THE CONCEPT OF THE REGION IN LITERATURE 
There is an enormous amount of literature on the concept of the region and on 
its role in development. Behind the term there are several academic discussions 
on the true meaning and different interpretations of the concept. These academic 
discussions on the conceptualization of the region cannot be separated from the 
wider studies on space. Therefore, we start with a very short introduction on the 
evolution of geographical thinking on space and region. Subsequently, we give an 
overview on the resurgence of the concept of the region in economics, policy and 
spatial planning. 
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2.2.1 An introduction to the concepts of space and region in 
geographical thinking 
There has been a longstanding academic attention for the concept of space. 
Different groups of scholars came up with different interpretations on space. 
Paasi (2011) has examined the evolution of geographical thinking and research 
practice, from 1900 until recently, by studying the dynamics of the keywords 
‘region’ and ‘space’. While these words may remain throughout the academic 
history of studying geography, the concepts behind them denote different ideas 
in different times and places. Paasi has distinguished three strata in this 
geographical thinking on space and region, each characterized by partly 
overlapping meanings associated with these keywords.  
As indicated in figure 2.2, each stratum is characterized by the use of 
keywords/concepts. Inspired by the ideas of Williams (1976), Paasi (2011) 
found that in every stratum there are dominant (core) categories of keywords, as 
well as emergent and residual categories of keywords. He has related these 
strata to philosophical-methodological backgrounds, concepts of space, social 
practices, interest of knowledge, institutions and events. For every specific 
stratum we will now briefly describe the dominant interpretation of space and 
region and the dominant keywords.  
STRATUM 1: REGIONAL GEOGRAPHIES  
In this stratum, for the first time, geographers in the US, UK, Germany and France 
took up interest in the importance of space and region. They all used different, 
but overlapping keywords related to space, region or landscape, e.g. pays or 
Raum or Landschaft. The practical aim of these scientists was mainly to 
distinguish one region from another on various grounds, for example distinguish 
regions on the basis of natural, cultural or other regional characteristics (Vidal 
de la Blache 1903). Therefore these regional geographers collected empirical 
information on regions to describe them. This non-theoretical, descriptive 
exercise was guided by a practical-instrumental interest of knowledge (Paasi 






Figure 2.2  Different strata in regional thinking on space and region  
(adapted from Paasi 2011).  
 
STRATUM 2: SPATIAL ANALYSIS/SYSTEMATIC APPROACHES  
Under the influence of the Second World War and the transformation of 
capitalist societies, there was an increasing need for more systematic approaches 
in the study of space and region. Dominant in this stratum were systematic 
approaches to economic aspects, urban and transport issues and regional 
interaction (Paasi 2011). Regions were categorized as formal or functional 
regions (Jonas 2012). Positivism became the leading paradigm and a guide to 
understanding the meaning of empirical data. This stressed the need for 
mathematical and statistical methods for the purposes of generalization and 
explanation. Regions were seen as data-bound cells that could be analyzed by 
statistical methods. This idea of region has remained important with the advent 
of digital geographical information systems and the related science, see for 
example Dijkstra and Poelman (2008) and Terluin (2003).  
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STRATUM 3: SPACE, REGION AND SOCIAL PRACTICE  
From the 1980s on, the need to re-think the region and other spatial categories 
was strengthened by the increasing emphasis on the relations between the social 
and the spatial. Massey (1991), for example, stated that space is a social 
construct, constituted through social relations and material social practices, and 
that the social is also spatially constructed. Studies based on structuration 
theory, emphasizing structure-agency relations, gave rise to the so-called new or 
reconstructed regional geography (Paasi 2011). This new geography studies how 
places can be constituted by and are constitutive of social life, relations and 
identity (Paasi 2002a, 2003). The idea of the region was also re-conceptualized. 
Regions were understood as constructed and (re)produced by a variety of actors 
and social, economic and political processes (Allen and Cochrane 2007, Jonas 
2012, Massey 1979, Paasi 1986, Zimmerbauer and Paasi 2013). New 
geographers try to understand social and cultural practices and discourses and 
to reveal the power relations embedded in region-formation processes and in 
the construction of boundaries and identities.  
 
2.2.2 Renaissance of the concept ‘region’ 
As mentioned before, from the 1960s on, the region took up a more pivotal role 
both in practice as in research (Harrison 2013, Lagendijk 2007, Pike 2007). This 
regional resurgence could be witnessed with respect to economic, political, 
policy and spatial planning viewpoints.  
Economically, there’s an increasing embedding and connecting of firms and 
enterprises in the region (Lagendijk 2007). The importance of regional networks 
of firms, and regional learning and innovation has grown tremendously (Asheim 
2007). These regional networks support the exchange of regionally embedded 
knowledge and human capital, both among firms as between academics and 
industry. It is argued that these economic regional networks of  regional learning 
and innovation ensure a leading role of regions in the globalizing economy 
(Lawson and Lorenz 1999, Storper 1993, Wellbrock et al. 2012). The example of 
Silicon Valley has demonstrated that economic competitiveness can be based on 




example of this is the cluster of companies specialized in biotechnology around 
Ghent.  
In political and policy respect, the region is increasingly considered as the 
appropriate level to answer the need to bring the state closer to the citizens 
(Hudson 2007, Pike et al. 2006, Pike 2007). In processes of political and policy 
reorientation, the region becomes more central. Processes of horizontal and 
vertical rescaling of the state have promoted the region as the place where socio-
economic and policy processes should be organized. These processes have been 
discussed in chapter 1.  
Also in spatial planning, the region becomes more prominent (Healey 2004). 
Changing physical conditions and usages, notably in transport and land use 
patterns have increased the need for coordination at the inter-municipal or city-
regional level (Lagendijk 2007, Scott et al. 2013). Urban sprawl, financial crises 
in core cities, congestion, land shortages, and other territorial problems require 
the build-up of coordination and planning capabilities at supra-local levels 
(Lagendijk 2007). Furthermore, with the increasing importance of sustainability 
the region seems to be the appropriate level to organize and coordinate actions 
and visions on sustainable development (Haughton and Counsell 2004, Pike et al. 
2006). 
Finally, as discussed in the previous chapter, also socio-culturally, there is more 
interest for the local, regional level, as a counterforce to the uniformizing and 
homogenizing processes of globalization.  
This renewed attention for regions in practice has motivated scholars to study 
the region in all its different aspects. Several authors have investigated the 
underlying processes, that have triggered the resurgence of the region. Generally 
speaking, there are two opposing views, trying to explain the renaissance of the 
region: a structurally oriented perspective and an agency-oriented perspective 
(Lagendijk 2007, Pike 2007). In the structurally oriented perspective the 
renewed interest in the region is considered as a logical outcome of broader 
trends and pervasive developments (such as globalization, state restructuring 
and scale enlargement). Regions are considered as by-products of global change 
(Lagendijk 2007), as objects of policy (Hudson 2007) or as the results of 
processes of regionalization, induced by top-down policy actions (Keating 1998). 
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In the agency-oriented perspective, the resurgence of  the region is seen both as 
product and constituent of ‘social action’. In this view, regions determine their 
own fate (Lagendijk 2007) and can be considered as subjects that influence, 
make and implement policy (Hudson 2007). This perspective considers regions 
as the outcomes of bottom-up actions of regionalism (Keating 1998).  
Instead of seeing these two perspectives as opposing, Hay (2002), Jessop (2001) 
and Lagendijk (2007) attempt to bring these perspectives together. The Strategic 
Relational Approach (Hay 2002, Jessop 2001) assembles the structurally 
oriented and the agency-oriented perspective in one framework. This approach 
considers structures as inherently concrete and rooted in space and time, 
influencing regions in many different ways. The aforementioned broader trends 
and developments (globalization, state restructuring and scale enlargement) 
open windows of change for regional actors (Lagendijk 2007). The various 
windows are being converted/translated into specific forms of (top-down) 
policy-making and into (bottom-up) practices and performances of agents and 
organizations ‘in the field’, both facilitating the construction of regions (Cappon 
and Leinfelder 2009). Repetitive strategic manipulations by local actors 
(re)shapes these structures, through processes of institutionalization, identity 
formation and discursive turns (Jessop 2001, Lagendijk 2007). The strategic 
actions result in the (re)production of stable structures and (temporarily) 
hegemonic ideas (Hay 2002) and eventually such processes become structurally 
inscribed. In brief, regions are the result of global forces and local responses 
(Cappon and Leinfelder 2009, Swyngedouw 2004).  
 
2.2.3 Conceptualizing the region 
In the large amount of literature on regions, there are different views on the 
conceptualization of regions. Paasi (2014) distinguishes between pre-scientific, 
discipline-centered and critical interpretations of region. Table 2.2 gives an 





Table 2.2  Different interpretations of region in academic literature (Paasi 2014) 
CONCEPTS OF REGION 
Pre-scientific concept of region Region as a ‘taken-for granted’, a practical 
choice, a background 
Discipline-centered interpretations of 
region 
Region as an object (landscape, Landschaft) 
Region as a perceptual landscape 
(Landschafbild) 
Region as an instrument for formal 
classification 
Region as an instrument for functional 
classification 
Region as a community 
Region as a perceptual unit 
Critical interpretations of region Region as a constituent of Life-World 
Region as a manifestation of capital 
accumulation 
Region as a setting for social practice 
 
The pre-scientific view implies that ‘region’ is a practical choice, a given spatial 
unit, which is needed for collecting and/or representing data but which has no 
particular conceptual role (Paasi 2002b). The discipline-centered view of regions 
regards them as objects (e.g., traditional Landschaft geography) or results of the 
research process, often formal or functional classifications of empirical elements. 
These views are often used to legitimate a specific ‘geographical perspective’ – 
hence the debates as to whether regions are ‘real’ units or imagined, mental 
categories (Agnew 2001, Paasi 2002b). Critical approaches, finally, emerge from 
social practice, relations and discourse, and strive to conceptualize regions as 
part of a wider network of cultural, political and economic processes and of 
divisions of labor (Paasi 2002b).  
A review of current academic debates revealed that within the extensive 
discussion on interpretations of the concept region, at present, there are two 
major fields of discussion concerning the conceptualization of the region that are 
also relevant for our analyses of processes of region-specific rural development. 
We are well aware of the fact that the discussions in both fields are partly 
overlapping. However, for analytical reasons we have presented them here as 
two separate discussions, revolving around the dichotomy of two concepts: 
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essential versus constructivist and territorial versus relational. In reality these 
discussions are interrelated and interconnected.  
ESSENTIALIST VERSUS CONSTRUCTIVIST  
In an essentialist view regions are considered as homogeneous, fixed and closed 
spatial units (Hudson 2007). In this view, the region is considered as a rather 
stable object whose true meaning could be found in the well-established 
dialogue between culture and nature. In France, the followers of Vidal de la 
Blache concentrated, for example, on the harmonious relationship between the 
physical, cultural and social aspects of a regional entity. By investigating the 
interconnections between cultural features such as the regional economy and 
the regional mentality, on the one hand, and natural qualities such as the soil, the 
climate and the geomorphology, on the other, they demarcated regions with a 
particular personnalité géographique (De Pater and Van der Wusten 1996, Vidal 
de la Blache 1903).  
Over the last decades, such an essentialist view has been criticized, however. 
According to the proponents of the ‘new’ geography, the demarcation and the 
personnalité of a region cannot be taken for granted as pre-given facts. Instead, 
regions are fluid and historically contingent social constructions that are created 
in political, economic, cultural and administrative practices (Jonas 2012, Jones 
and MacLeod 2004, Paasi 2003, 2009). Regions have to be understood as 
constructed and (re)produced by a variety of actors and social, economic and 
political processes (Allen and Cochrane 2007, 2010, Jonas 2012, Massey 1979). 
This constructivist view conceptualizes regions, their boundaries, symbols and 
institutions not as results of autonomous and evolutionary processes but as 
expressions of a perpetual struggle over the meanings associated with space, 
representation, democracy and welfare (Allen and Cochrane 2007, Massey 1991, 
Paasi 2001, 2002b). In the words of Allen et al., regions “are not ‘out there’ 
waiting to be discovered; they are our (and others’) constructions” (1998, p. 2). 
TERRITORIAL VERSUS RELATIONAL  
Another discussion that is very pertinent, especially the last 10 years, is the 
discussion around the territorial or relational conceptualization of regions 




regions are understood as bounded spatial units (Jonas 2012). The region is 
considered as a static framework or container for the investigation of events and 
activities that take place inside the region. Regions are seen as territorial entities 
whose main features can be understood primarily on the basis of local 
characteristics (Lagendijk and Boekema 2008). This view focuses on the 
administrative or governmental boundaries of regions, see for example Keating 
(1998) and Storper (1993). This territorial view can also be found in quantitative 
research, focusing on socio-economic or spatial aspects (for example, Dijkstra 
and Poelman 2008, Terluin 2003) applying a mathematical and empirical 
approach. 
The major critics on this territorial view is that this approach takes boundaries 
for granted and focuses only on what happens inside the region. Authors like 
Allen and Cochrane (2010), Massey (1994) and Paasi (2001, 2010), adhering to 
the relational approach emphasize the importance of the influence of actors and 
processes both inside and outside of regions. Jonas (2012) states that regions 
cannot be disconnected analytically from other regions, scales or territories.  The 
increasingly mobile and globally interconnected modern world, the 
accompanying spatial grammar of flow (Castells 1996), and the emergence of 
‘unusual’ regions’ (Deas and Lord 2006) call into question the usefulness of 
representing regions as territorially fixed in any essential sense (Allen and 
Cochrane 2007, 2010, Amin 2004). According to Lagendijk and Boekema (2008) 
regions are parts of a global word of interconnections and it is the nature and the 
intensity of these interconnections that defines a region’s position and identity 
within wider contexts. Furthermore, these authors also turn the attention to the 
fact that these boundaries are also social constructs and should not be 
interpreted as pre-given facts (Allen et al. 1998, Paasi 2010). 
Within this relational view, two groups of relationalists can be distinguished 
(Harrison 2013, Varró and Lagenijk 2013): a moderate group and a radical 
group. The moderate group of authors like Harrison (2013), Hudson (2007), 
Jonas (2012), MacLeod and Jones (2004), Morgan (2007) and Paasi (2012) write 
that the relational approach is valid for analyzing cross-border, economic flows, 
but that acts of political mobilization and cultural identity are often articulated 
territorially and thus cannot be completely explained by a relational approach. 
These authors argue for the retention and further development of territorial 
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approaches alongside, and in recognition of, the increased importance of 
geographical networks (Harrison 2013). The opinion of the radical group of 
relationalists (Allen and Cochrane 2007, 2010, Allen et al. 1998, Amin 2004, 
Massey 2007) is that territorial approaches should be rejected in preference for 
a completely networked approach (Harrison 2013). They consider regional 
boundaries as less important and increasingly redundant because of their 
growing porous nature, influenced by trans-territorial networks and webs of 
relational connectivity (Harrison 2013). 
 
2.2.4 Institutionalization of regions  
Based on a constructivist notion of the region, Paasi (1986, 2001, 2002a) studies 
the formation of regions, regional identities and their intertwined relations. He 
considers the construction of regions and territories as part of the continuous 
transformation of the spatial system, in which regions emerge, exist for some 
time and may then disappear (Paasi 2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2003, Zimmerbauer 
and Paasi 2013). He has labeled this process of region formation as 
institutionalization (Paasi 1986, 1991, 2001).  
“This is a process through which a territorial unit becomes an 
established entity in the spatial structure and is then identified in 
political, economic, cultural and administrative institutionalized 
practices and social consciousness and is continually reproduced in 
these social practices (Paasi 2001, p.16)”.  
To analyze the content of the regional institutionalization process, Paasi (1986, 
2001) distinguishes four different aspects: the territorial shape, the symbolic 
shape, the institutional shape and the established role of a region 
(Zimmerbauer 2011). The territorial shape refers to the identification of the 
boundaries of a region. The symbolic shape contains several spatial labels that 
are used to construct narratives of identity. Political, economic, cultural formal 
and informal organizations as well as social groups all together constitute the 
institutional shape of a region. Finally, the established role refers to the 
recognized position of the region in the territorial structure and social 





This chapter has discussed the concepts ‘new rural paradigm’ and ‘region’. We 
have given an overview of the shift in agricultural and rural policy away from 
productivism and modernization, towards multifunctionality, sustainability and 
rural development. This shift towards the new rural paradigm has resulted in an 
increasing attention for territorially-focused, integrated rural development and 
in new development possibilities for rural areas. This also results in the need for 
more research on this kind of territorially-focused, integrated rural 
development. There is a need to understand how the top-down policies and 
bottom-up grassroots initiatives interact and at what territorial scale these 
initiatives are combined and operational interfaces emerge. In Flanders, this 
operational interface emerges at the regional level, between established public 
administrative levels to enable better coordination and implementation of top-
down policies and to enhance and create institutional space for bottom-up, 
place-based strategies. This is why in the second part of this chapter, we have 
given an overview of the different interpretations and definitions of the concept 
of the region. We have given an overview of the evolution of the concepts ‘place’ 
and ‘region’ in geographical thinking and we have presented two major fields of 
discussion concerning the conceptualization of the region that are also relevant 
for our analyses of processes of region-specific rural development. We have 
presented them here as two separate discussions, revolving around the 
dichotomy of two concepts: essentialist versus constructivist and territorial 
versus relational. As already mentioned, we are well aware of the fact that the 
discussions in both fields are partly overlapping. In reality these discussions are 
interrelated and interconnected.   
To finish, we present how we conceptualize regions throughout this dissertation. 
We use a constructivist notion of the concept region, which means that we 
conceptualize regions, their boundaries, symbols and institutions not as results 
of autonomous and evolutionary processes but as expressions of a perpetual 
struggle over the meanings associated with space, representation, democracy 
and welfare (Allen and Cochrane 2007, Massey 1991, Paasi 2001, 2002b). We 
consider regions as fluid and historically contingent social constructions that are 
created in political, economic, cultural and administrative practices (Jonas 2012, 
Jones and MacLeod 2004, Paasi 2003, 2009). Regions are understood in this 
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thesis as constructed and (re)produced by a variety of actors and social, 
economic and political processes (Allen and Cochrane 2007, 2010, Jonas 2012, 
Massey 1979). Furthermore, as figure 2.3 indicates, we apply the moderate 
relational approach, meaning that we need both relational and territorial 
approaches to analyze and explain the studied processes of region-specific rural 
development. In order to explore region-specific rural development processes in 
Flanders, to understand how policy and regional actors interact in these 
processes, and to investigate the role of actors in shaping, developing and 
envisioning their regions, both the territorial and relational approaches to 
regions are necessary.  
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CHAPTER 3: EXPLORING REGION-SPECIFIC RURAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN FLANDERS  
 
In this chapter, we zoom in on the region as operational interface for region-
specific rural development and empirically describe and analyze how actors and 
policy interact in region-specific rural development at the regional level. The 
objective of this chapter is to set the scene of the dissertation, by analyzing 
empirically for the four case study regions the point of view of regional actors, 
the policy framework that shapes their actions and the strategies set out by 
regional actors. Before starting the analysis, we describe the methodology used 
to analyze the processes of region-specific rural development. This is followed by 
a short introduction of the case study regions. In section 3.3 we analyze the 
themes indicated by regional stakeholders as relevant and crucial for future 
rural development. Section 3.4 discusses the rural development policy of Europe, 
Flanders, the provinces and the municipalities, which all together shape and 
guide the regional strategies for region-specific rural development. Afterwards, 
we elaborate on these different strategies for region-specific rural development 
in the case study regions. 
 
3.1 METHODOLOGY  
In order to understand how actors and policy interact in processes of region-
specific rural development and to investigate the role of actors in processes of 
shaping, developing and envisioning the region, a qualitative approach is the 
most appropriate. Since these processes are complex social phenomena, we set 
up an explanatory, multiple-case research design (Eisenhardt and Graebner 
2007, Yin 2009). As Yin states, this methodology is particularly interesting when 
boundaries between the research issue and its context are not evident. Also the 




which might be highly pertinent to answer the research questions, justifies the 
use of this methodology.  
In order to answer the research questions, the selected case studies needed to be 
rural regions, where regional actors and policy are actively working on region-
specific rural development, regional identity and/or regional branding. 
Furthermore, it was also crucial to select regions where there was already a 
certain dynamism among regional stakeholders in region-specific rural 
development. Based on these criteria, case studies were chosen from the ongoing 
research projects at the Social Sciences Unit. This has resulted in the selection of 
four regions: Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek. In the 
case of Meetjesland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek, we were contacted by 
regional stakeholders for scientific input on their region-specific rural 
development trajectories. Furthermore, both in Meetjesland and Westhoek, a 
regional branding project was set up. The Pajottenland region was selected as a 
case from a project funded by the Belgian government, because stakeholders in 
this region were actively working on regional identity and regional branding.  
To study and compare the four cases we used a wide range of sources: semi-
structured interviews with regional stakeholders, focus groups, field visits and 
policy documents. Following the social constructivist interpretation of regions, 
we were interested in how actors experience the processes of region-specific 
rural development. As mentioned in the previous chapter, this thesis is the result 
of the combination of project work for three different projects. As a consequence, 
the research trajectories were not exactly the same in every region. Especially 
regarding the focus groups, there were differences in the project methodology, 
as will be discussed in section 3.1.2.  
 
3.1.1 Qualitative, semi-structured interviews 
In all four regions we started the research with a number of semi-structured 
interviews, in order to do a first exploration of the processes of region-specific 
rural development. This kind of interviews allows asking open questions on a 
number of predefined topics and gives space to the respondents to express their 
experience using their own words. The interviews were structured according to 
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three major themes: the motivation for the involvement in rural development 
(associations); the important regional characteristics that need to be 
preserved/changed; the respondent’s view on past and current development 
processes.  
The idea behind sampling for qualitative research is to purposefully select 
respondents that will help the researcher understand the problem and the 
research question as good as possible (Creswell 2003, Patton 2002). The aim is 
to choose a small number of respondents that will give in-depth data rather than 
a random selection of a large number of data points to obtain statistical 
information about the opinions of an entire population (Koontz 2003). The 
selection of respondents was carried out according to the methods of theoretical 
sampling (e.g. Glaser 1978, Glaser and Strauss 1967, Miles and Huberman 1994) 
and snowball sampling (Atkinson and Flint 2001). The former is an iterative 
process in which cycles of data collection and data analysis are repeated until the 
data collection stops yielding additional relevant insight into the research topic. 
The number of interviews was determined by the theoretical point of saturation 
(Mortelmans 2007). The latter is a technique to assure that the whole range of 
thematically relevant positions in the population is considered (Soliva 2007).The 
selection of interviewees was done by striving for a maximum mix and variety of 
people representing a variety of sectors, that are involved in region-specific rural 
development: agriculture, nature (preservation), socio-economic, socio-cultural, 
integrated development, etc… Furthermore, we tried to involve a mix of public 
and private actors. Table 3.1 gives an overview of the respondents of the 
interviews in all four case studies. In total, 73 semi-structured interviews with 
regional stakeholders were carried out: 20 in Meetjesland, 19 in Pajottenland, 14 
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3.1.2 Focus groups  
Focus groups are group interviews in which a moderator guides the 
conversations and uses the group discussions to generate data on specific topics 
(Morgan 1998). The moderator works from a predetermined set of discussion 
topics and uses different participative methods to keep the discussion animated 
and well-balanced (Patton 2002, VIWTA 2006).  
The snowball sampling (Atkinson and Flint 2001) used for the identification and 
selection of interviewees resulted in a long list with possible contact persons. 
Participants for the focus groups were selected out of this list. Some of the 
participants were already consulted through the interviews, but the majority of 
the participants were not yet involved in the research.  
We conducted focus groups in Meetjesland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek. In 
Westhoek we organized 5 focus groups and in each focus group we discussed 
one specific theme, that resulted out of the analysis of the interviews and policy 
documents as crucial themes for future development. These themes were 1) 
braindrain, 2) open space and landscape, 3) identity and image, 4) a social 
Weshoek and 5) tourism and heritage. For each group we looked for participants 
with specific knowledge on the themes. Again we strived for maximum variety 
by involving different sectors. On average, each focus group involved 8 to 10 
participants. The discussion took place in two phases: a first phase of presenting 
the results of the analysis of the interviews and the policy documents, followed 
by feedback and fine-tuning by the participants. The second phase contained a 
structured brainstorm and group discussion on strategies and actions in order to 
deal with the opportunities or problems related to the specific theme.  
In Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen, we organized one focus group in each 
region. Again, participants were selected from the snowball sampling list, 
ensuring maximum diversity. In every region about 15 people participated in the 
focus groups. These focus groups were also organized in two phases. During a 
first phase, results of the (rural web) analysis of interviews and policy 
documents were presented and then fine-tuned through feedback during a 
plenary group discussion. In a second phase, the large group was split into 3 
smaller groups, where the participants discussed about future rural 
development trajectories.  
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3.1.3 Policy documents 
In addition, policy documents were collected for all case study regions. These 
documents originated from several policy levels: the European Union, Flanders, 
the provinces where the case study regions are situated as well as the 
municipalities. Furthermore, Local Development Strategies (LDS) were 
consulted from the Local Action Groups, as well as regional visions or strategies 
by several regional development organizations.  
 
3.1.4 Data analysis 
The interviews were taped and transcribed literally and the focus group 
discussions were reported extensively. Together with the collected policy 
documents, the transcripts and focus group reports were all analyzed in the 
same way. 
For structuring and interpreting the collected qualitative data, the ‘coding’ 
methodology was used. Coding is the most applied way to analyze qualitative 
data (Mortelmans 2007, Patton 2002). As described by Strauss and Corbin 
(1998) the data was broken down into discrete incidents, ideas, events and acts 
through open coding. Each phenomenon that was defined as important for 
future rural development, was given a name (Rogge et al. 2011). Whenever a 
certain phenomenon was mentioned by two or more respondents we defined it 
as a concept. After the open coding of the interviews the concepts that emerged 
were analyzed and grouped into categories. In the following step of the analysis, 
the data that was broken into bits and pieces is reassembled by axial coding 
(Rogge et al. 2011). When coding axially we try to find out how categories link 
and crosscut in order to find more complete and precise explanations about 
phenomena. Although we do need some categories to start axial coding, it is not a 
separate process from open coding. In reality, both techniques are closely 
intertwined and sometimes happen at the same time. In the final analysis phase 
the categories were integrated and refined by selective coding, where the 
results were also linked back to literature on the topic. The process of coding 




Triangulation of the results of all analyses was done through triangulation of 
sources (the use of different data sources), triangulation with multiple analysts 
(peer review by colleagues), expert audit review (peer review by researchers 
outside the Social Sciences Unit) and by review by inquiry participants 
(presenting the results to the stakeholders)(Patton 2002).  
 
3.1.5 Reflections on the research 
As already indicated, this research is the result of the combination of project 
work of three different research projects. A substantive part of these projects has 
been initiated at the request of regional actors. We were approached by regional 
actors for scientific input and support for the development trajectories of their 
respective regions. The participation in these projects allowed us to get to work 
with a variety of stakeholders in the field and to grasp the different regional 
contexts. Being in this unique position gave us also the benefit of direct access to 
a large group of regional actors and insight into the practices of region-specific 
rural development (McAreavey 2008, Newton et al. 2012). This gave us the 
opportunity to be present at a large number of meetings, get insights into the 
daily organization and implementation of the processes of region-specific rural 
development and to witness the inter-personal and inter-organizational 
dynamics in these processes. This way, we could study in depth how different 
actors interact in region-specific rural development, more specifically processes 
of region formation, regional branding and regional self-assessment.  
The other side of the picture, however, is that because of this “research on 
demand”, there’s a very close connection between the researcher and  the 
investigated ‘object’. In order to assure a good cooperation with the “client”, a 
clear and transparent communication on the research process and the expected 
results was necessary. Considerable attention was paid to the design of the 
research process and the development of a substantive strategy for the selection 
of respondents. The majority of the stakeholders involved in the research 
projects, both from civil society and policy, had strong opinions on the future 
direction of region-specific rural development. Therefore, through the different 
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forms of triangulation, we made sure to maintain the balance between the stakes 
of all these actors and sectors. 
What was also striking, is that not all respondents and stakeholders were 
familiar with qualitative research. A great majority of the respondents and 
stakeholders expected data and figures on the studied processes. In order to gain 
their trust in the research and their acceptance of the results, a lot of time has 
been spent on explaining the qualitative methodologies and convincing them 
that this is also scientific sound research. Finally, sometimes we received 
negative comments or criticism on the results and recommendations by some 






3.2  INTRODUCING THE CASE STUDIES  
Throughout the dissertation, four rural regions will be studied: Meetjesland, 
Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek. Meetjesland, Pajottenland, 
Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek (figure 3.1). We start with a short introduction 
of each case study region, giving an overview of its geographical situation, 
landscapes and heritage. Furthermore, the importance of agriculture and other 
economic sectors for the regions is briefly discussed, as well as the institutional 
organization of  their rural development. 
Figure 3.1  Location of the case study areas  
 
3.2.1 Meetjesland 
Meetjesland comprises 13 municipalities and covers an area of 660 km². In the 
north, the region is adjacent to the Netherlands and in the west it borders the 
province West Flanders. It is a predominantly rural region with an agricultural 
character in the north-west of the province of East Flanders. The region 
Meetjesland is situated between the two important cities of Bruges and Ghent. It 
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is a sparsely populated region (275 inhabitants/km², which is almost half of the 
Flemish average of 462 inh/km²) with several small villages spread over the 
landscape. Concerning the landscape, the region can be split up into two main 
parts. The northern creek area is an open polder landscape with typical creeks 
and banks, while the southern woodland is characterized by remains of large 
forests.  
 
Figure 3.2  Location and different demarcations of Meetjesland. 
Meetjesland is a pronounced agricultural and food region. The primary sector 
corresponds to about 7% of total employment, a bit more than three times the 
average of Flanders of 2% (LAG Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde 2006). The 
secondary sector takes up almost 25% of total employment, with the food sector 
as one of the major employers (LAG Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde 2006). Some of 
these food companies are industrial leaders in their category, for example 
Campina (dairy products), Lotus Bakeries, Imperial Meat Products and 
Vandemoortele Lipids & Dough Division. The tourism sector is rather limited, but 
in recent years, the touristic offer is gradually growing. The focus is on 
recreation, especially walking and cycling and touristic arrangements for 






Picture 3.1  Some of the typical characteristics of Meetjesland 
There are a lot of regional organizations in Meetjesland, which resulted in 
numerous forms of integrated cooperation related to economy, tourism, 
landscape, culture and other aspects of development. In Flanders, Meetjesland 
was one of the trendsetters in the development of regional cooperation. The non-
profit organization Streekplatform+ is the central player in this dynamic. All 
sectors and municipalities within the region have a representative in this 
organization. Since the establishment of this organization in 1995, a lot of 
regional arrangements with regard to diverse policy domains (culture, tourism, 
social work, etc.) were established (Mettepenningen et al. 2012). With the 
Streekplatform+ as a driving force, the most important organizations in the 
region jointly developed a vision called ‘Meetjesland 2020’. Together with this 
vision, a regional brand was introduced which is used by almost all local 
authorities and organizations. This brand is also intended to enhance the 
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regional attachment among the residents of Meetjesland. Meetjesland was the 
first region in Flanders that started a regional branding project.Meetjesland has 
been very successful in attracting European funding for rural development, 
starting with the Objective 5b program and LEADER II in 1994. The Objective 5b 
Phasing-out Program and LEADER+ have followed these European initiatives. 
Furthermore, regional actors were able to attract INTERREG-means as well. 
Since 2008, the adjacent region Leie&Schelde was merged together with 
Meetjesland to form the LEADER-area Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde. The LEADER-
area comprises 15 municipalities, covering a surface of 648km², with a 
population density of 202 inhabitants/km². The merger of these two regions was 
made by the Province East Flanders, in order to enable as many municipalities as 
possible to benefit from European support for rural development. Although the 
regions have some similarities, their context and development trajectories are 
quite different, as will be demonstrated later in this dissertation (see chapter 6).  
 
3.2.2 Pajottenland 
Pajottenland is situated southwest of Brussels, in the western part of the 
province Flemish Brabant, along the border between Flanders and Wallonia. The 
demarcation of the region, by the province Flemish Brabant, consists of 13 
municipalities covering an area of 406km². The northern municipalities, close to 
Brussels, are more suburbanized, while the southern municipalities are more 
rural even though they are located only 20 kilometers away from the city-center 
of Brussels. When the region is taken as a whole, the (sub)urbanization pressure 
by Brussels is reflected in the high population density (488 inh/km²).  
The southern part of Pajottenland is characterized by a small scale landscape 
with the alternation of small hills and river valleys. Some regional actors call 
Pajottenland the ‘Tuscany of the North’. Other typical characteristics are the cart 






Figure 3.3  Location and different demarcations of Pajottenland 
Agriculture and agriculture-related industries and services are well-represented 
in the southern, rural municipalities of Pajottenland (LAG Pajottenland+ 2006). 
Besides agriculture and agriculture-related industries and services, there are few 
employment opportunities in the region and the majority of the residents works 
in Brussels. The proximity of this rural area to Brussels offers plenty 
opportunities for tourism development and recreational possibilities. Up until 
now, however, this potential is not used and touristic development is very 
limited. There are only a few possibilities  for overnight stay and the offer of 
recreational walking and biking trails is limited compared to other regions.  
A limited number of regional development organizations are active in 
Pajottenland. These organizations are especially focusing on nature and 
landscape development or on agricultural development. These organizations 
don’t have a long-standing tradition of cooperation. It was only in 2002 that the 
first attempts for integrated rural development were taken and that European 
funding for rural development was obtained. Since 2002, Pajottenland is 
acknowledged as a LEADER-area and receives European support for rural 
development. However, the LEADER-area is smaller than the region defined 
above: only the seven southern, rural municipalities are eligible and meet the 
requirements of LEADER. Together, these seven municipalities take up an area of 
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228 km² with a population density of 217 inh/km². Until today, the Local Action 
Group of Leader, Pajottenland+ is the only institution that is working on 
integrated regional development, in collaboration with about 20 different 
regional economic, ecological and socio-cultural associations, the province and 
the seven municipalities. 
 
 






3.2.3 Vlaamse Ardennen 
Vlaamse Ardennen is a rural region in the most southern part of the province 
East Flanders. It is situated between the urbanized areas of Gent, Kortrijk and 
Aalst-Brussels. In the south the region is adjacent to Pays de Collines in Wallonia 
and in the southeast it borders the rural region Pajottenland. The region, as 
demarcated for LEADER-projects, comprises 18 municipalities, covering an area 
of 575km², with a population density of 212 inhabitants/km². Vlaamse Ardennen 
is characterized by unique landscape and natural qualities and is known for its 
typical, undulating landscape. Vlaamse Ardennen is very well known in the rest 
of Flanders because each year ‘The Tour of Flanders’, a very famous cycling 
contest, is organized here,. As a result Vlaamse Ardennen is a popular destination 
for cycle tourists. The landscape is considered as the most important cultural 
heritage and much attention is paid to its preservation. Other cultural attractions 
are the heritage from the Roman era and the typical small villages.  
 
Figure 3.4  Location and different demarcations of Vlaamse Ardennen 
As in the other case studies, agriculture is more important than the Flemish 
average, with the primary sector accounting for 4,2% of the employment (LAG 
Vlaamse Ardennen 2006). The economic situation has always been characterized 
by large numbers of commuters and since the fallback of the textiles industry, 
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regional employment has been even more limited and commuting has further 
increased. The typical landscape offers potential for tourism development, but 
until recently, this hasn’t been exploited very well. Besides the attraction of 
visitors in the sideline of the annual cycling contest, the touristic offer is rather 
limited.  
Many regional development organizations are active, each with their own focus, 
vision and demarcation. The divergence in demarcations complicates integrated 
cooperation. Furthermore, the different organizations don’t have a tradition of 
cooperation and there is no overarching common vision on future development 
in Vlaamse Ardennen. Since 2001 the region has attracted European funding for 
rural development through INTERREG- and LIFE-projects. In 2008 Vlaamse 
Ardennen also started receiving European funding for rural development and 
was recognized as a LEADER-area.  
 




3.2.4 Westhoek  
As the name indicates, Westhoek is a region in the most Western part of 
Flanders. The Westhoek covers 18 municipalities and has a surface of 1.200 km² 
with a population density of 178 inhabitants/km². The northern boundary is the 
North sea, while in the south-west, the region is adjacent to France. The region 
has a peripheral position within the country. The Westhoek is a well-known 
region in Flanders;  its diversity of open landscapes and several heritage sites 
related to its First World War history are the main attractions.  
Westhoek is one of the most rural regions of Flanders and is traditionally an 
agricultural region with agriculture-related industries. Agriculture and 
agriculture-related industries account for 8% of the regional employment (LAG 
Westhoek 2006). Especially in the coastal municipalities there is a very strong 
tertiary sector, which is caused by the well-established touristic sector there 
(LAG Westhoek 2006).  
 
Figure 3.5  Location and different demarcations of Westhoek 
The combination of the heritage of the First World War, the coast, the diverse 
landscapes and open space attracts many tourists to the region. Westtoer, the 
provincial tourism office, is responsible for the communication and promotion of 
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the Westhoek as a tourist region. The efforts of Westtoer to promote the region 
to the rest of Flanders and Belgium have increased the economic importance and 




Picture 3.4  Some of the typical characteristics of Westhoek 
Westhoek can also be considered as a trendsetting region for regional 
cooperation and consultation, of which the origins date back to the 1970s. This 
long-standing tradition of cooperation has resulted in a great number of 
integrated development projects. Since 1997, the region disposes of a regional 
network organization, Westhoek Regional Working Group (WRWG), which is the 




and implements the region-specific policy for agricultural, tourism, 
environmental, economic, cultural and social domains in Westhoek; facilitates 
the inter-sectoral dialogue and coordinates several integrated development 
projects. WRWG implements these tasks in cooperation with the province, the 
municipalities and a large number of associations.  
The long-standing tradition of cooperation has also resulted in the attraction of 
European funding for rural development. Starting in 1994 with Objective 5b-
funding, which has been followed by Objective 5b Phasing Out until 2006. From 
1998 until 2001, the region (without the coastal municipalities) could benefit 
from LEADER II-funding. For the period 2006-2013, the region was again 
acknowledged as a LEADER-area and receives European support for rural 
development. WRWG has chosen to integrate LEADER Westhoek into their daily 
functioning and the local development strategy of LEADER Westhoek fits the 
long-term regional vision, as put forward by WRWG and its’ policy and civic 
partners.  
In the next sections of this chapter, we will go more into detail on how regional 
stakeholders and policy of different levels interact for region-specific rural 
development. We will first focus on the position of regional stakeholders and 
their emphasis on region-specific rural development in section 3.3. 
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3.3 IMPORTANT THEMES FOR FUTURE RURAL DEVELOPMENT AS 
DEFINED BY REGIONAL STAKEHOLDERS 
A first conclusion that resulted from the analysis, is that the stakeholders 
involved in region-specific rural development in all the regions, have a very 
similar profile. When looking for a wide range of actors involved in region-
specific rural development, it seems that the same kind of people can be found in 
every region (see also table 3.1). This leads to similar constellations of regional 
development actors in each region. On the one hand there are the sectoral 
representatives of regional development organizations, such as economic 
development associations, tourist boards, nature development associations, 
farmers’ unions, socio-cultural organizations, etc. On the other hand there are 
also ‘regional developers’ whose task is to organize and implement integrated 
region-specific rural development. In each region we have seen that the former 
strive for and defend the stakes of the actors they represent, while the latter try 
to integrate different stakes and interests in order to organize an integrated, 
multi-sectoral region-specific rural development.  
Second, the stakeholders involved in our research all indicated several themes 
that they found important for the development of their region. Although the 
themes were rather numerous and diverse, we could easily distinguish four 
broad themes that are crucial for the future rural development of the case 
studies. These are not the only themes mentioned by the stakeholders in the 
interviews and focus groups, but they are those that were mentioned most 
frequently. The respondents also indicated that these themes were the most 
important for future rural development. What is striking, is that these themes 
appeared to be the same for all the four case study regions. Respondents of 
Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek all indicated the 
following themes as being essential for future rural development in their region:  
1. open space and landscape,  
2. tourism and heritage  
3. regional identity and regional brand,  




The following sections describe the ongoing discussions for each theme, as well 
as the practical implications for the case study regions. Based on the analysis of 
all the sources of evidence, we highlight the main differences and similarities 
among the regions for the themes.  
 
3.3.1 Open space and typical landscapes  
All case studies are rural regions and the majority of the regional actors indicates 
that their region has more open space than the average Flemish region. The 
Flemish average percentage of open space (or non-built surface) is 73% while in 
the case study regions, this percentage is much higher (see table 3.2). The 
respondents all think that this open space is an important asset of their regions 
and that it offers many advantages. 
Table 3.2  Open space in the case study regions  
(Source: Local Development Strategies of the respective regions) 
REGION % OPEN SPACE 
Vlaamse Ardennen LEADER area 94.5% 
Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde LEADER area 81% 
Pajottenland LEADER area 89% 
Westhoek LEADER area 95% 
Flanders 73% 
 
For all four case studies the respondents often link the open space to the 
presence of typical landscapes. These typical landscapes are coastal landscapes 
and polders in Westhoek, coves and river valleys in Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde, 
and small hills and an undulating landscape in Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen 
and Westhoek.  
“ Our open space, we have 84% (sic) of open space in Meetjesland, to me it 
is our gold. […] we are the lung of Gent, it is a very valuable asset that needs 
to be safeguarded.”  
(Respondent ML15, regional development organization) 
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“The Westhoek region gives me room to breathe, gives me oxygen. Because 
of the relationship between man and landscape, this region gives me 
oxygen, in the literal and figurative sense.”  
(Respondent WH18, journalist)   
The majority of the respondents considers the combination of the open space 
and the valuable landscapes as important assets that distinguish their region 
from other (more urbanized and populated) regions in Flanders. This is one of 
the reasons why they think it is important to maintain and preserve the open 
space. Other frequently mentioned reasons to preserve open space were 1) the 
conservation of typical and unique landscapes, for example the polders, 2) 
biodiversity, 3) the importance of the rural areas as a quiet place.  
“That open space is our characteristic property. I think it is very important 
to preserve this. […] If one wants to continue to build and install firms in 
this open space, yes, there will be creation of employment, but we will lose a 
very important asset. Eventually we would no longer be Westhoek.” 
(Respondent WH19, provincial representative) 
The majority of the respondents also indicated that there is an enormous 
pressure on the open space, with multiple demands by different actors, each 
striving for their part. In Pajottenland, which is just next to Brussels, the 
pressure on the open space is probably the highest, due to the expansion and 
urbanization of the European capital. In this region, but also in Vlaamse 
Ardennen, there is the general tendency that farmers should have a leading role 
in the preservation of this open space. In the other regions this aspect was also 
mentioned but the farmers were considered as only one of the broad range of 
potential actors who should have a role in the preservation of the open space.   
“So agriculture is important because it has to be the foundation of the 
regional economy. So good farms also maintain the character of the 
landscape. […] The rural areas are there to be tilled and it is very 
important that the economic activity remains. If it would be purely 
recreation and leisure, I think this would very quick result into a 
degeneration of the real intrinsic, physical value of the open space.”  




“Vlaamse Ardennen has always been characterized by nature and 
agriculture, but now agriculture is under pressure. People buy agricultural 
land and don’t give it an agricultural or natural function. This is not only at 
the expense of the agricultural sector, but also at the expense of the region, 
because the regional landscape suffers from this and the regional 
individuality gets lost.”  
(Extract of discussion during focus group in Vlaamse Ardennen) 
The preservation of the open spaces often conflicts with certain developments 
that are considered as necessary by other regional actors in order to keep the 
region (economically) viable and dynamic. These actors fear that their regions 
will become gardens or nature reserves and that other functions like working, 
living or starting up enterprises will no longer be tolerated.  
 “We need to preserve the rural character of our region, this is the basic 
capital of Pajottenland. We have to make sure that this doesn’t get lost. Our 
region cannot be Bokrijk [open air museum], nor should it become 
Bobbejaanland [amusement park].”  
(Respondent PL19, mayor) 
 “The open space offers touristic possibilities and it is a distinguishing asset 
to our region. But again, I think that this open space cannot inhibit other 
developments.”  
(Respondent WH7, mayor) 
“What I wouldn’t like to happen, is that Vlaamse Ardennen becomes a 
playground, for example the recreational playground of Brussels.” 
(Respondent VA3, representative touristic organization) 
While some of the stakeholders want to look for a more modern and innovative 
way of preserving the open space to avoid becoming a nature reserve, others go 
further and plea for diminishing the open space to install new living areas or new 
industry parks. All these different demands for the use of the open space place 
local political actors and decision makers in all regions under pressure. This 
makes them inclined to try to do well for as many people as possible and often 
they enable several functions at the same time in the limited open space. Instead 
of tolerating one function, for example the preservation of the open space or the 
installation of an industry park, and refusing all other functions, they enable 
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some economic development through the construction of industry parks, some 
expansion of living areas as well as some preservation of open space for 
agriculture and for nature.  
The stakeholders also indicated that for a qualitative preservation of open space 
in general, the support of the Flemish policy level is indispensable. Until recently, 
the Flemish government didn’t take into account the amount of open space of a 
municipality as a criterion for the payment of subsidies to the municipalities. 
These subsidies by the Flemish government are based on the number of 
residents and the degree of industrial activity. This means that the rural 
municipalities with more open space than average and with less residents 
receive less subsidies. Mostly these municipalities are already less wealthy 
because of the lower degree of economic activity (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij 
2013). This way, the municipalities are not rewarded for the open space they 
maintain and preserve. Since March 2013 however, the Flemish government has 
established a Countryside Fund (in Dutch: Plattelandsfonds), which will be 
distributed among the 50 most rural municipalities of Flanders with a higher 
percentage of open space and with less residents. The money from this fund has 
to be used for projects that contribute to at least one of the nine countryside 
objectives, as formulated by the Flemish government: 1) putting effort to 
preserving and developing the open space, 2) having particular attention for the 
vulnerable areas, 3) installing, maintaining or repairing a functional road 
network on the countryside, 4) contributing to the management and 
maintenance of water ways, 5) supporting rural entrepreneurs, 6) broadening 
and strengthening agriculture on the countryside, 7) giving opportunities to 
tourism and recreation, 8) paying attention to vulnerable groups and 9) 






3.3.2 Tourism and heritage 
In the opinion of the stakeholders involved in our research, the large amount of 
open space and the accompanying typical landscapes are very suitable for 
recreation: walking, hiking, horseback riding and biking. Many respondents also 
indicate that they have the impression that there is an increasing demand for 
recreation by people living in the surrounding towns and cities. Regional actors 
in all the case study regions indicate that this kind of tourism is on the rise in 
their region. In their view, tourism is considered as a (future) important source 
of income for the regions and their residents. Gradually, new walking and cycling 
routes are developed and existing ones are ameliorated and maintained. 
Furthermore, there’s an increase in cafés and restaurants as well as in 
possibilities for overnight stay, especially bed and breakfasts.  
The research indicated that not all regions have made an equal progress in their 
touristic development. The last 20 years, Westhoek has been mobilizing means 
and people for tourism development and at present this region has the most 
extensive touristic offer. Meetjesland has started developing their touristic offer 
since ten years and these efforts have resulted in a steadily growing touristic 
sector. Compared to these two regions, Pajottenland and Vlaamse Ardennen 
have a more limited offer. Regional actors in both regions are aware of this 
touristic deprivation. Especially in Vlaamse Ardennen, several actions are 
undertaken to expand the touristic arrangements. In Pajottenland however, the 
willingness for this touristic expansion is rather limited.  
“It is logic that there are plenty walkers and cycling tourists in our region 
[Vlaamse Ardennen]. I say logic, why? Because this is an amazing region. 
But is it because the touristic infrastructure for these walkers and cyclists is 
good? No. That is really not the case.” 
(Respondent VA2, mayor) 
“ If you look at the asset of this region [Pajottenland], one could say, yes, 
recreation is actually a very interesting possibility. Which they have 
realized too late. Way too late. And it is only now that they start developing 
bike routes and so on. But this consciousness is really a recent thing. There 
is zero infrastructure here.” 
(Respondent PL1, representative nature development organization)  
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“ There have been a few projects here [Meetjesland] that have had good 
consequences for the tourism. […] for example the route with art works has 
made the region attractive. More and more people come to ride their bike 
in our region. […] The tourism does attract people, with the cycling in the 
polders, very beautiful, but until now I have never seen someone riding a 
bike while drinking a beer. So there is a need for places where the tourists 
can make a stop.”  
(Respondent ML1, representative economic organization) 
Respondents in Westhoek indicate that with the growing number of tourists and 
visitors from outside, there is a tendency to look for new, innovative and 
dynamic ways to organize the touristic development. The last five years the 
provincial tourist organization has developed several arrangements which try to 
put more emphasis on experiencing the region instead of just visiting. The use of 
social media and smart phones is but one of the innovative ways to enhance this 
experience.  
Generally speaking, the regions don’t dispose of exceptional, distinguishing 
heritage to attract tourists. Exceptions to this are the Tour of Flanders in 
Vlaamse Ardennen and the First World War in Westhoek. The Tour of Flanders 
has been organized since 100 years in Vlaamse Ardennen and attracts not only 
many visitors on the day of the cycling contest. Many cycling tourists want to 
follow their idols and all year long they come to the region to ride the track of the 
Tour of Flanders. This has become so popular that the number of cycling tourists 
has increased tremendously and even causes the residents inconvenience.  
“I feel that the local communities in Vlaamse Ardennen are starting to get 
fed up with the abundance of cycling tourists. They experience in their daily 
life, in traffic for example, that this comes with negative consequences. So 
we have to be careful that we don’t become the victim of our own success.” 
(Respondent VA5, representative Flemish administration) 
In Westhoek, the remains of the battlefields of the First World War and the many 
cemeteries and memorial parks for the soldiers who fell during this war are very 
popular destinations for both national and international visitors, commonly 
called war tourists. With the 100 year commemoration of the First World War, 




Flemish government as well as the province West Flanders have reserved 
substantial funding to organize the commemoration and to prepare the region 
for this.  
However, the respondents mentioned that among residents there is an 
increasing aversion towards this war tourism. They think that there is too much 
money and attention going to this, at the expense of infrastructure and activities 
for themselves. But at the same time, no one can deny that it offers great 
economic possibilities.    
 “In Westhoek there is a great tourist offer, especially concerning the First 
World War, but the residents feel like, ‘hey, I’m already looking at this war 
all day, every day.’ It is dual, there are lots of things to do in the region, but 
it is much more oriented towards people from outside Westhoek.”  
(Respondent WH1, journalist) 
“It is kind of a compensation in the history. The region has suffered a lot 
from that war, there is no tree here that is older than 60 years. […] The 
tourism now is a compensation, economically. Furthermore, that war 
tourism is a good case because it creates support to enable new things.” 
(Respondent WH3, representative socio-cultural organization) 
Other regions don’t have these large tourist attractions. Besides these two larger 
touristic attractions, all the regions try to attract tourists by promoting their 
unique landscapes, rural traditions and crafts and some authentic, picturesque 
rural villages.  
In all the case studies, the majority of the respondents is concerned that the 
expansion of tourist development might have, besides the obvious positive 
economic impact,  negative consequences for their regions. There is the fear that 
the carrying capacity will be exceeded and that a mass of tourists could 
undermine the typical authenticity and charms, and hence threaten future 
touristic and other development pathways. Especially for the farmers the 
recreation often comes with a burden, because of damage to their crops or extra 
work to reverse this damage. 
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 “Two kilometers from here I have a pasture that is just next to a road. If I 
have to cut the grass there, I have to collect garbage, for at least half an 
hour or an hour. Otherwise it would be collected by the machine and would 
end up in the fodder. Recreation, with pleasure, let the people come close to 
the farmer, because I enjoy it when people are looking at my cows. […] I 
enjoy it, they can go ahead, my cows won’t be grazing more or less because 
of that. So no problem, but it has to be with respect.”  
(Respondent PL15, farmer) 
 
3.3.3 Regional identity  and regional brand  
A third recurring theme in the spotlights for future rural development is regional 
identity. Regional identity gains momentum in all the case study regions and 
many stakeholders think that a strong regional identity is necessary for rural 
development. The analysis of all data revealed that when the regional 
stakeholders talk about regional identity, there are two main interpretations of 
the meaning of regional identity which can be found in all four regions. The first 
interpretation considers regional identity as regional attachment. The second 
interpretation deals with the conceptualization of regional identity as the typical 
region-specific characteristics that distinguish one region from another.  
Stakeholders in Westhoek and Pajottenland mention that there’s a strong feeling 
of regional attachment in their regions. This attachment is especially strong 
among people involved in region-specific rural development, but also a great 
part of the residents feel connected to their region. This attachment also entails a 
connectedness with people from other communities within their regions. 
“ There is some kind of sense of belonging I think. Both among politicians 
and among residents. Many people here feel they are a ‘Westhoeker’ 
[resident of Westhoek].”  
(Respondent WH8, provincial representative) 
“I can get along with someone from Kortemark or Koekelare, I mean, 
immediately I feel that this person is one of us.” 




“In Pajottenland there is a very strong ‘Pajot’ feeling.”  
(Respondent PL19, representative socio-cultural organization) 
“You’ll probably notice when you’ll talk with ‘Pajottenlanders’, that they 
are actually quite proud of the fact that they are a ‘Pajottenlander’.” 
(Respondent PL18, representative cultural organization) 
The regional attachment in the regions Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen is 
apparently weaker. Although the name Vlaamse Ardennen is very well known, 
there is no pronounced regional attachment among the residents. In both regions 
stakeholders have noticed a growing regional attachment among people 
involved in region-specific rural development, but the attachment among 
residents is low.  
“To some extent, there is regional consciousness in Meetjesland, but I 
wouldn’t say it is really strong. The stickers with the regional logo are quite 
successful. 15 years ago no one felt connected with Meetjesland. Now this is 
gradually changing.” 
(Respondent ML18, municipal councilor) 
“We don’t have that [strong regional consciousness] here in South-East 
Flanders. A person is from Brakel or from Ronse. Except for the one day of 
the Tour of Flanders, there is little mutual connection to this area.” 
(Respondent VA8, representative economic organization)  
In a second interpretation regional identity is considered as the typical region-
specific characteristics that distinguish one region from another. There is an 
increasing attention for regional symbols, for example the landscape and nature, 
the cultural heritage and authenticity, traditions, products, gastronomy, 
traditional quality products. In all regions there’s a growing tendency to attach 
more importance to this and many respondents see the preservation or even the 
creation of regional identity as an important development objective. Following 
this trend, an increasing number of projects in all regions are focusing on the 
preservation of the typical landscapes, traditions, the production and 
consumption of typical products and the revival of architectural styles. 
Another typical way of preserving or emphasizing regional identity (in both 
senses), is by setting up a regional branding project. Regional branding is the 
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marketing of the regional qualities (in the broadest sense of the word) and 
entails the development of a regional brand. Typical characteristics are selected 
and used in the construction of the regional brand and logo. All the case study 
regions except Vlaamse Ardennen have started a regional branding project in the 
last decade. However, also in Vlaamse Ardennen there is interest among the 
stakeholders to start a regional branding project and the first steps for the 
development of their brand have already been taken. For the other regions 
(Meetjesland, Pajottenland and Westhoek) a regional brand and logo have been 
developed, that are used for several purposes, such as: 
- to promote the recognition of the region; 
- to distinguish it from other regions;  
- to increase the regional attachment among residents; or  
- to reverse a negative image. 
In Pajottenland, the regional brand has been launched in 2010 and the main 
objective is that the brand should function as an economic leverage for 
entrepreneurs. The regional brand mainly focused on selling regional products. 
In Westhoek (launch of the regional brand in 2011) and Meetjesland (launch of 
regional brand in 2007), the regional branding projects have been interpreted in 
a broader sense and both brands are used for economic purposes as well as for 
reinforcing regional attachment among the residents. In both regions, the brand 
also supports the regional vision for region-specific rural development.  
Table 3.3 gives an overview of the logos and the unique selling propositions of 





Table 3.3  The brand logos and unique selling propositions of the regional brands 






Pajottenland is the pre-eminently ‘feel-good-region’. The outlook of 
our region is determined by sloping hillocks and panorama’s, the 
meadows, the vast nature, the hollow roads and the endless pastures 
and fields. Bruegel has painted his most famous works here and the 
daily life in Pajottenland can also be described as typically ‘Bruegel-
esk’. You can still find peaceful hamlets with a popular atmosphere. 
Halle is the shopping center of the region, but also has a famous 
basilica and one of the biggest carnivals of the country. In our region 
the real Kriek and Geuze are brewed and the regional farmers produce 
many excellent regional products. Furthermore, the landscape is 
colored by the typical regional farms and an occasional wind- or 
watermill. These seems to be a too idyllic scene, but don’t be mistaken, 
the region lives! There’s a rich and active social life and the cultural 
offer is extensive. All these positive characteristics form together the 
brand Pajottenland that entrepreneurs, local authorities and 
organizations can use to place their products (even better) in the 
market. 
 
Westhoek is much more than unique landscapes full of agriculture and 
nature. What you can find here, is real. A real history, real food and 
drinks, real go-getters, briefly … real people. People who want space to 
live, space to start up new things. But also space for each other. People 
who look forward and who are inspired by everything the region has 
to offer, without losing touch with the rest of the world. 
 
 
The brand ‘Meetjesland’ has to give the region more charisma during 
the coming years. The brand emphasizes the most important assets of 
the region: the quality environment to live and to reside. This can be 
found in the beautiful cultural landscapes, the town centers and the 
manifest wish of the Meetjeslanders to anticipate new civil and 
technological changes. The baseline ‘get involved’ is a clear appeal to 
people in the region to join forces and competences for a strong 
Meetjesland. It invites residents and visitors to discover the region in 
its diversity. 
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3.3.4 Livability and mobility 
A fourth recurring theme indicated by the stakeholders in all four regions, is the 
concern about the livability and mobility of their regions. All the case study 
regions face the same kind of problems with respect to livability and mobility. 
Rural regions are sparsely populated and have more open space, compared to 
cities and city-regions. All the case study regions are characterized by a 
dispersed settlement pattern, with a large number of hamlets or small villages at 
a relatively big mutual distance. Ten to twenty years ago, every small town had a 
bakery, bank, post office, school, etc. Due to reasons of efficiency and cost 
reduction, these provisions have all disappeared from the little towns and are 
concentrated in nearby cities and larger towns. People from the small villages 
now thus depend on the larger towns and cities for social services and other 
basic provisions. This makes living in these small villages less attractive and 
causes even more people to leave.  
“I think that, when you look at all different aspects of services, from the 
doctor until the local shop, the baker and the butcher, that a clear decrease 
can be noticed. The distance to reach these services keeps on getting longer 
and that causes a problem for livability.”  
(Respondent VA7, representative socio-economic organization)   
Not all the subjects raised by the stakeholders under the theme livability are 
negative. For example, the social fabric and dynamics in the case study regions 
are evaluated as very positive by the majority of the stakeholders involved in the 
research. They indicate that in their region, especially in the smaller towns and 
villages, people know their neighbors and fellow-villagers. They also indicate 
that the sociocultural associations like youth movements, sociocultural 
associations, sport clubs, volunteers’ organizations etc. are still doing very well, 
which is according to them often not the case in towns and cities. They indicate 
that this flourishing social dynamic also strengthens the regional attachment 
among the residents. Although they also notice a deterioration of these 





“I find that in rural areas, everyone knows everyone. It has deteriorated a 
bit, but it is still like that. There are a lot of immigrants, but everyone 
knows everyone and the world is smaller here. To start something up, to 
organize something in a limited time span, it is easy here because of that.”  
(Respondent ML7, representative farmers’ organization) 
“If tomorrow I organize an activity in our retirement home, I can easily find 
ten volunteers willing to help out, without expecting money for it. People 
like dedicating their time and effort to things like that. […] When we are at 
a meeting with people from cities, for example, my colleagues tell me that 
the social fabric there is not that tightly-knit.”  
(Respondent WH2, representative social organization) 
“The villages in Vlaamse Ardennen have a quite strong social fabric, if I 
compare that with other regions in Flanders, it strikes me that, for example 
here every town still has its own fair and this attracts people. The social life 
here is not really under pressure. The social fabric is still intact in Vlaamse 
Ardennen.”  
(Respondent VA5, representative Flemish administration)  
Another aspect that is influencing the social dynamics is the relatively large 
number of immigrants in the regions, which is taking place at the same time with 
the (opposite) out-migration of rural residents. In all the regions, there is an 
increasing trend of people from outside the regions who are attracted by the 
open space and the peace and quiet of the rural regions and come live in these 
regions. While some of them get integrated in the social dynamics of the region 
quite fast, others don’t get involved and remain at a distance. This solitary 
attitude towards the region is perceived by some stakeholders as negative for 
the social dynamics. Especially in Pajottenland the immigration of people who 
work in Brussels and want to live in a green area, close to their work, without 
having any relations with their neighbors or region, is considered as a problem. 
These immigrants are often dual income households, with sufficient means to 
buy a nice property. Their presence at the real estate market has led to an 
enormous increase of the real estate prices. As a consequence, more and more 
local people are no longer able to buy a house in their region. This problem was 
also mentioned in parts of Westhoek, especially the more touristic municipalities 
face this problem.  
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“There are plenty people here that just come here to sleep and during 
daytime they are at work and they spend their holidays in Spain. That is 
their right. But with those people there is very little contact. And of course 
they are not involved in our regional organizations.”  
(Respondent PL1, representative natural development organization) 
Typical for the rural towns in the case study regions is that there is a relatively 
higher percentage of older people in their region. Often the employment 
opportunities in the rural regions are rather limited and young people, looking 
for a job, leave the region. Especially in Westhoek, this brain drain is a major 
problem. The result is an ageing population with specific needs for provision and 
care, that are not always met at present.  
“This so-called brain drain, how is it caused? Exactly because of the lack of 
development in the region, that could generate jobs. How can you keep 
well-educated people in the region when there are no opportunities for 
education or employment?”  
(Respondent WH7, mayor) 
“The ageing is a fact in Westhoek. In the 10 years that I’m working here, 
there has been an exponential increase. I don’t know in which direction this 
evolution will go. There’s also a large in-migration of elderly people who 
reside in the coastal municipalities to profit from their retirement.”  
(Respondent WH2, representative social organization) 
“Elderly people will continue to live in rural areas. And we will have to find 
solutions for that, you can’t place everyone in a retirement home. In my 
opinion, it is easier to adapt the regional assistance and health care 
facilities and to invest more into mobilizing these.”  
(Respondent WH12, representative socio-economic organization) 
Finally, mobility is often mentioned as a problem that needs to be tackled. This 
refers to the larger distances that have to be crossed in the rural areas. On the 
one hand the distances between several villages in the regions are large. On the 
other hand, there is also a large distance that needs to be crossed in order to 
reach social and other provisions. Furthermore, the public transportation is 
weakly developed in the regions, which is especially for the socially weaker 




their groceries, to go to friends and families or to have access to social 
provisions.  
 “If one lives in Wijtschate or Hollebeke and wants to go to a supermarket, 
he’ll have to drive at least 25 minutes before arriving there. I don’t know if 
this is the case in many other regions.” 
 (Respondent WH2, representative social organization) 
“The public transportation here is not good. From time to time I pick up 
hitchhikers. Sometimes they are just elderly people who are sick and went 
to the health service and who otherwise would have to wait until the 
afternoon to take the next bus to get back.”  
(Respondent WH14, representative social organization) 
In the next section, we will zoom in on the rural development policy that steers 
the actions of the regional stakeholders involved in region-specific rural 
development.  
 
3.4 RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY 
This section discusses the rural development policy that sets out the rules of the 
game for the stakeholders in their development activities. Several policy levels 
influence the case study regions: the European level, the Flemish level, the 
provincial level and the municipal level. For each policy level the relevant rural 
development policy is shortly discussed. Since the higher policy levels strongly 
influence and steer the lower ones, we follow this order for elaborating on their 
policy.  
 
3.4.1 European rural development policy  
Starting from the 1960s, the European Union has outlined a Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP), which has since then undergone major changes. The 
first thirty years the emphasis of the CAP was on tackling structural problems in 
the agricultural sector by supporting productivity through market mechanisms 
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like production support, import tariffs and export subsidies (Platteau et al. 
2008). Since 1992, three successive rounds of reforms have resulted in a shift 
away from a single focus on productivity to including also competitiveness, 
sustainability and rural development in the CAP (Deuninck 2008, Lowe et al. 
2002, Marsden and Sonnino 2008, Platteau et al. 2008).  
The CAP is organized in programming periods of seven years. For every new 
programming period, a thorough revision of the previous policy is carried out 
and serves as a basis for future policy. The current programming period (2007-
2013) is coming to an end and the discussions and consultations for the 
programming period 2014-2020 are ongoing. This section first describes the 
current rural development policy, with special attention for the LEADER-
initiative. It ends with a short introduction on what can be expected from the 
future European rural development policy. 
RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY (2007-2013) 
At present, the CAP is founded on two pillars of agricultural and rural policy. The 
first pillar contains the market and price policy, as well as the direct income 
support to farmers. The second pillar is known as the European Rural 
Development Policy. This pillar has been set up in 2000, with the Agenda 2000 
reform, in order to respond to the increasing need of a policy that goes beyond 
productivity support and that pays attention to the multiple functions of 
agriculture within society (Marsden and Sonnino 2008, Murdoch et al. 2003).   
This rural development policy addresses agriculture and the countryside in a 
broader context and offers a specific territorial dimension to respond to the 
varied needs of the rural area, together with the expectation of society on 
quality, food safety and environment. The rural development policy has set 
commonly accepted policy objectives or axes (Platteau et al. 2010): 
- Axis 1: Improving the competitiveness of the agricultural and forestry 
sectors,  
- Axis 2: Improving the environment and the countryside,  





Furthermore there is a fourth methodological axis that is dedicated to the 
LEADER-method, which is focusing on helping rural actors to strengthen the 
development potential of their region in an innovative way. These four axes 
provide the framework within which the Member States have to prepare their 
national strategy plans for rural development.  
All measures are financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development. Concerning the financing, the EU has set the following guidelines: 
at least 10% of the EU funding has to be spent on measures for Axis 1, 25% for 
Axis 2, 10% for Axis 3 and 5% for Axis 4 (Platteau et al. 2010).   
THE LEADER-APPROACH  
LEADER stands for ‘Liaisons Entre Actions de Développement de l’Economie 
Rurale’, which is French for links between economic actions for rural 
development. The LEADER-initiative has been part of the European rural 
development policy since 1991 and has evolved over a period of more than 20 
years. LEADER was first introduced as a pilot initiative in 1991 and has grown to 
become a mainstream methodological approach to European rural development 
in the current programming period 2007-2013 (Nardone et al. 2010). LEADER is 
a method of mobilizing and delivering rural development in local rural 
communities and not a fixed set of measures to be implemented. The intention is 
to induce a long-term rural development process based on the capacity-building 
of local actors instead of a mere transfer of funds (Nardone et al. 2010). LEADER 
encourages the implementation of integrated, high-quality and original 
strategies for sustainable development, with a strong focus on partnerships and 
(inter)national networks of exchange and experience (Scott 2004). The LEADER-
approach allows local actors to develop an area by using its endogenous 
development potential (European Commission 2006). Several scholars cast 
LEADER as a program addressing the issue of rural development through the 
creation and use of social capital as a public-owned key resource enabling rural 
development (Nardone et al. 2010, Shucksmith 2000). 
Until now, there have been four generations of LEADER: LEADER I (1991-1993), 
LEADER II (1994-1999), LEADER+ (2000-2006) and LEADER (2007-2013). The 
first three generations of LEADER were stand-alone programs, which means that 
they were organized and financed separately from the mainstream European 
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rural development policy. From 2007 onwards, the LEADER-approach is 
included as a methodological axis in the European rural development policy. This 
means that LEADER has to be included in national and regional general rural 
development, alongside the other axes (Platteau et al., 2010).  
The LEADER-method involves seven key features, which have to be taken into 
account when applying for funding (European Commission 2006). All of these 
features have been studied extensively in the fields of rural sociology, economic 
and political studies. First of all the LEADER-method is area-based and takes a 
small, homogenous and socially cohesive territory as the target area for policy 
implementation (Marsden and Bristow 2000, Ray 2000, Shortall and Shucksmith 
2001). The area chosen must have sufficient coherence and critical mass in terms 
of human, financial and economic resources to support a viable local 
development strategy. It does not have to correspond to predefined 
administrative boundaries. Second, the bottom-up approach is essential in 
LEADER. This means that local actors participate both in the decision-making 
about the local development strategy and in the selection of the priorities of this 
strategy (High and Nemes 2007, Nardone et al. 2010). A third important feature 
is the setting up of a local partnership, known as a Local Action Group (LAG) 
(Böcher 2008, Scott 2004). The LAG has the task of identifying and implementing 
a Local Development Srategy (LDS), making decisions about the allocation of its 
financial resources and managing them. Innovation is the fourth feature essential 
in the LEADER-approach, and has to be interpreted in the broad sense of the 
word (Dargan and Shucksmith 2008). An innovation can be the introduction of 
new products, new processes, new organizations or new markets. Fifth, LEADER 
has to develop an integrated and multi-sectoral strategy. The actions and 
projects contained in the local strategies should be linked and coordinated as a 
coherent whole (Buller 2000, Marsden and Bristow 2000, Ray 2000). The sixth 
feature concerns networking. This includes the exchange of achievements, 
experiences and know-how between LEADER-groups, rural areas, 
administrations and organizations involved in rural development within the EU 
(European Commission 2006). A final feature is cooperation, which goes further 
than networking. It involves all actions of LAGs that undertake joint projects 
with other LEADER-groups or with LEADER-groups taking a similar approach in 
another region or country. These seven features have to be put in practice by 




FUTURE RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY (2014-2020) 
Because from 2014 on, a new programming period will start, the preparations 
for an updated rural development policy are ongoing as we speak. In general, the 
future CAP will have to respond even better to the diverse challenges posed by 
food production, environment and natural resources and a balanced territorial 
development. The future CAP will also be fully integrated in the EU 2020-
strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth (Platteau et al. 2012).  
Important changes will take place in the rural development policy. The current 
structure with the four axes will no longer be in place. Instead, the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, together with other European funds 
will be used for the realization of a Common Strategic Framework, in accordance 
with the EU 2020-strategy. 6 priorities have been defined for the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development: 1) innovation and transfer of 
knowledge, 2) competitiveness, 3) food chain and risk management, 4) 
ecosystems, 5) efficient use of resources and climate and 6) social inclusion, 
poverty reduction and economic development of the countryside.  
 
3.4.2 Flemish rural development policy  
In Belgium the rural development policy is decentralized to the regions (NUTS 1) 
Flanders and Wallonia. This means that the Flemish government is responsible 
for rural development in Flanders. The Flemish government has based its rural 
development strategy on the rural development framework as outlined by the 
European Union (Platteau et al. 2010).  
In 2000, a first Program Document for Rural Development (PDRD I) was 
developed for Flanders. This Program Document contained the strategic choices 
and objectives of the Flemish rural development policy. In general, the PDRD I 
followed the European guidelines for rural development and the majority of the 
means for rural development went to investments in agricultural holdings, 
support for young farmers and agri-environmental measures (Platteau et al., 
2008). In this period, five Local Action Groups were able to implement the 
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LEADER-method: Brugs Ommeland, Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Antwerpse 
Kempen and Midden-Maasland. 
PROGRAM DOCUMENT FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT (PDRD II) IN FLANDERS  
The measures taken under PDRD I and LEADER were evaluated positively and 
this positive evaluation led to the reinforcement of the Flemish rural 
development policy through a second Program Document for Rural 
Development, PDRD II, the rural development strategy for the period 2007-2013 
(Platteau et al. 2010). This has been developed in close collaboration with all 
relevant socio-economic partners. PDRD II is a continuation of PDRD I, with 
actions and measures for all the four axes of the European rural development 
policy. For each axis the Flemish government has formulated strategic objectives. 
Furthermore, three horizontal, coordinating, strategic objectives have been set, 
that have to be achieved by measures for the four axes (Platteau et al. 2010) : 
- Reinforcement of the position of the agricultural entrepreneurship in the 
food chain through continuous exchange and development of knowledge, 
while trying to achieve maximum transparency and cooperation. 
- Optimal allocation of means and measures and maximum mutual. 
consultation with other Flemish policy initiatives through the PDRD.  
- Realization of a substantial contribution to sustainable development of 
the countryside, including a sustainable spatial development.  
The measures taken under the PDRD II are partly financed by the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and partly by the Flemish government 
(64,4%). Axes 3 and 4 are also partly financed by the provinces. At the beginning 
of the PDRD II, the Flemish government has programmed a total budget of 713,5 
million euro to be used for rural development measures (Platteau et al. 2008).  
Table 3.4 gives an overview of the total public expenditure for rural development 
in Flanders for the period from 2007 until 2012. Flanders has prioritized the 
structural improvement of the competitiveness of the primary sector, by 
supporting the farmers through investments in their holdings. Also the 
introduction of environment-friendly measures take up a substantial amount of 
the expenditures for rural development. A smaller part of the subsidies were 




the different axes don’t match with what Europe prescribes. However, this is 
because the expenditures for 2013 are not yet taken into account. 
Table 3.4  Total public rural development expenditure (European + Flemish) in Flanders for 
the period 2007-2012 (Dumez and Van Zeebroeck 2013) 
 TOTAL EXPENDITURE %  OF TOTAL EXPENDITURE 
Axis 1 – competitiveness  428.951.345 € 67% 
Axis 2 – environment  134.117.498 € 21% 
Axis 3 – livability and diversification 56.286.039 € 8,5% 
Axis 4 – LEADER  21.937.193 € 3,5% 
Technical support 2.444.059 € 0,5% 
Total 643.736.134 €  
 
REGION-SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT THROUGH AXIS 3 AND 4 
The area-based, bottom-up and integrated rural development activities in 
Flanders are organized through axis 31 (improvement of the quality of life in 
rural areas) and 4 (LEADER). Together, these axes form the region-specific rural 
development of Flanders (see figure 3.6).  
 
Figure 3.6  Region-specific rural development in PDRD II (De Dobbeleer et al. 2011) 
  
                                                     
1 The measures for the objective diversification of the rural economy are financed through another 
channel, the Flemish Fund for Agricultural Investment. This Fund is also financing measures of the 
first axis of the PDRD II. 
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Projects of the region-specific rural development have to respond to one of the 
following five objectives, as set out by the Flemish government (Platteau et al. 
2012):  
1. Improvement of touristic activities;  
2. Basic provisions for the rural economy and the rural population; 
3. Development and renovation of rural towns; 
4. Conservation and revaluation of rural heritage; and 
5. Intermediate provision of services.  
The nature of the projects financed under these axes is the same, the only 
difference is of geographical and procedural kind (Platteau et al. 2012). The 
Flemish region-specific rural development policy is organized through a two-
track-policy: 
1. Project calls for rural development  for axis 3  and 
2. LEADER-method in 10 LEADER-areas for axis 4 (see table 3.5). 
Table 3.5  The Local Action Groups in Flanders 
PROVINCE LEADER-LAGs 
Antwerp MarkAante Kempen 
Midden-Kempen Beweegt! 
East Flanders  Meetjesland, Leie&Schelde 
Vlaamse Ardennen 




West Flanders Tielts Plateau 
Westhoek 
Flanders has chosen to make a spatial division between axis 3 and axis 4, which  
means that in practice, actors from a LEADER-area cannot apply for funding from 
axis 3, and vice-versa. The exception for this is when a project is beneficial to all 
rural municipalities in the province (Platteau et al. 2012).  
It is the intention of the Flemish government to organize its rural development 




up between the minister responsible for rural development, the department for 
rural development of Vlaamse Landmaatschappij (VLM2), the provinces and 
other regional actors. This department for rural development of VLM is 
responsible for the financing and the administrative monitoring of the projects of 
the region-specific rural development and supports the implementation of these 
projects.  
The project calls for rural development are launched by the provincial 
management committees who also grant the projects. The daily monitoring of 
the projects is carried out by the so-called provincial countryside offices (in 
Dutch: plattelandsloketten) (this will be discussed more into detail in section 
3.4.3). 
LEADER CRITERIA  
The first key feature of LEADER talks about a homogenous and socially cohesive 
territory that is the target area  for policy implementation. This territory can’t be 
just any region or locality, the Flemish government has prescribed in PDRD II a 
number of conditions that have to be met in order to be eligible for LEADER-
funding. These criteria, compliant with European guidelines, are that a LEADER-
area (Departement Landbouw en Visserij 2012): 
- has to contain at least three municipalities,  
- has to be a connected entity, 
- has to be a coherent entity in physical-geographical, economic and social 
point of view, 
- should have a maximum of 250.000 residents,  
- should consist of at least 90% of rural area, which means 
 municipalities with less than 15% built space, and 
 municipalities with less than 300 inhabitants/km², or 
 municipalities that were part of a LAG during LEADER I, II or 
LEADER+ 
                                                     
2 VLM is a government agency, belonging to the policy area ‘Environment, Nature and Energy’ of the 
Flemish government. Its department for rural development is responsible for the management of the 
Flemish countryside fund, the preparation of the Flemish Rural Development Plan, the financing and 
support of the region-specific rural development of axes 3 and 4 and international cooperation.  
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- can consist of a maximum of 10% of non-rural area. This implicates that 
small towns can also be included in the LEADER-area, since they have an 
important role in the provision of services to the surrounding rural area. 
FLEMISH REGION-SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY PLAN  
All the above is the direct translation of the second pillar of the European rural 
development policy to the Flemish context. In this policy and the PDRD II there is 
rather little translation or adaptation to the specific rural context of Flanders. 
Neither are there more concrete objectives for this region-specific rural 
development. However, since 2005 a participatory process for the development 
of an adapted vision for region-specific rural development in Flanders has been 
started up by the department for rural development of VLM. Actors from several 
policy areas and levels have been involved in this process. It has resulted in the 
publication of an action program for region-specific rural development in 2013. 
This action program, together with the visionary text can be considered as the 
Flemish region-specific rural development policy program. The program has 
objectives for process management as well as thematic objectives and will form 
the base for the future rural development program of the next programming 
period. Both process and thematic objectives are summarized in table 3.6.  
Table 3.6  The objectives of the Flemish region-specific rural development policy program 
(Vlaamse Landmaatschappij 2013) 
OBJECTIVES FOR PROCESS MANAGEMENT THEMATIC OBJECTIVES  
Provision of a policy framework Preservation and development of the open 
space 
Development of the area-specific 
environmental quality  
Towards a functional road system on the 
countryside 
Upgrading  the administrative power of 
rural municipalities 
Support for a qualitative rural 
entrepreneurship  
Harmonization of objectives for the 
development of the city and rural 
development  
Exploration of the possibilities of the 
experience economy, with respect for 
regional identity  
Monitoring and reporting rural 
development  
Attention for vulnerable groups on the 
countryside 
Visualizing and communicating the 





3.4.3 Provincial organization for rural development  
As indicated in the previous sections, the provinces are partly financing the rural 
development measures undertaken in the third and fourth axis. Within the 
conditions spelled out by the PDRD II, the provinces can emphasize their own 
priorities in their provincial rural development policy. All five Flemish provinces 
have chosen to implement all 5 objectives that are described in the PDRD II (De 
Dobbeleer et al. 2011).  
The Flemish rural development policy indicates that every province should have 
a provincial management committee that is responsible for the annual launch of 
project calls for region-specific rural development of axis 3 and 4. This 
committee also decides which projects comply best with the five criteria and will 
therefore receive funding. Their decisions are based on the advice of the 
provincial center for support for rural development (in Dutch: provinciaal 
steunpunt voor plattelandsontwikkeling). Furthermore, the management 
committee also monitors the implementation of the provincial rural 
development policy. Besides the provincial center for support for rural 
development, every province also has a countryside office where regional actors 
can ask advice or support for the development of their project proposals.  
So far, there are little differences among the regions as far as the objectives and 
priorities for rural development are concerned. However, our analysis has 
shown that some differences appear at the provincial level, mainly for the 
practical organization of rural and regional development in the different 
provinces. This section gives an overview of how the provinces, where the case 
study regions are located, organize their rural development activities. These 
provinces are East Flanders (Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen), Flemish 
Brabant (Pajottenland) and West Flanders (Westhoek).  
PROVINCE EAST FLANDERS 
In East Flanders, in general, the provincial policy is sectoral and centralized 
within the provincial administration. It is only through the European funding for 
axis 3 and 4 that region-specific policy is possible. The Province East Flanders 
has a department ‘agriculture and countryside’, that is responsible for the follow-
up and implementation of the Flemish region-specific rural development policy. 
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The countryside office and provincial center for support for rural development 
are also situated in this department. There is a provincial worker who is 
responsible for the follow-up and support of the LEADER-coordinators of the 
two LAGs of the province East Flanders.  
Our analysis revealed that also for the region-specific rural development, the 
province has a very strong influence on what is possible in its regions. Especially 
for the organization and implementation of LEADER-projects and -strategies, 
which are supposed to be developed bottom-up and should be established along 
the seven key features as described in section 3.4.1, the provincial interference is 
high. It was the choice of the province to merge the separate regions Meetjesland 
and Leie&Schelde into one LAG, in order to enable as many municipalities as 
possible to benefit from European support for rural development. Stakeholders 
from both regions were not really enthusiastic about this merger and thought 
that this merger has not really benefited their development trajectories. 
Furthermore, the province has decided to appoint the Provincial Delegate for 
agriculture and rural development as the president of both LAGs. This means 
that the province has a very strong influence on all decisions taken by the LAGs.  
PROVINCE FLEMISH BRABANT 
In general, the provincial policy of Flemish Brabant is sectoral and centralized 
within the provincial administration. As in East Flanders, it is only through the 
European funding for axis 3 and 4 that region-specific policy is possible. The 
Province Flemish Brabant has a department ‘Europe’, that is responsible for the 
follow-up and implementation of the Flemish region-specific rural development 
policy. The countryside office is a division of the department ‘Europe’ and the 
countryside coordinator (in Dutch: plattelandscoördinator) is also employed at 
this department. 
Compared to the situation in East Flanders, there is less provincial interference 
with the LAGs in Flemish Brabant. Especially in the LAG in the case study area 
Pajottenland, there was very little influence of the province. In the other LAG, 
however, the Provincial Delegate for agriculture is also the president. Provincial 
representatives as well as representatives of the LAG Pajottenland+ have 




interference and strived to maintain their emphasis and to be able to hold on to 
their own priorities and opinions. 
PROVINCE WEST FLANDERS 
The provincial policy in West Flanders is also sectoral, however, there is a very 
strong decentralization towards the regions. The province West Flanders is 
divided into four regions: Westhoek, Brugge-Oostende, Midden-West-
Vlaanderen and Zuid-West-Vlaanderen. Since 1996, the province has invested in 
region-specific policy and transferred authorities to the regional level, by 
installing a provincial department for region-specific policy. This department  
facilitates the implementation of the provincial policy, adjusted to the region-
specific context and needs. Each region disposes of a regional working group, 
which is the intermediate level between the municipalities and the province. 
Each of these regional working groups is responsible for designing and 
implementing region-specific policy for agricultural, tourist, environmental, 
economic, cultural and social domains in the respective region. The regional 
working groups can adapt the provincial policy to their specific needs and 
opportunities and are stimulated by the province to organize integrated, multi-
sectoral development projects. This department for region-specific policy is also 
responsible for the support, follow-up and implementation of the region-specific 
rural development policy, together with the existing countryside office and the 
provincial center for support for rural development.  
The province is represented in each LAG through the presence of representatives 
from the respective regional network organizations. Together with other 
stakeholders involved in region-specific rural development they have set up a 
Local Development Strategy that is adapted to the specific context of both 
LEADER-areas.  
 
3.4.4 Municipalities  
The municipalities (LAU 2) are the lowest policy level in Flanders. Municipalities 
are responsible for the daily implementation at the local level of the policies and 
regulations set out by the Flemish government and the province. They have 
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authority to organize and implement policy for security, civil affairs, ground-
based matters, welfare, leisure and recreation, and economic matters (VVSG 
2008). They are responsible for the practical organization of the following tasks, 
which are all to a greater or lesser extent related to region-specific rural 
development: 
- Supporting agriculture and other economic activities in their territory; 
- Preserving and developing the open space, its landscapes and heritage; 
- Offering recreational and touristic opportunities; 
- Organizing and developing social provisions; 
- Spatial planning;  
- Developing living areas, industry parks, allotments, etc.; 
- Maintaining the liveability of villages and town centres; and  
- Maintaining the municipal infrastructure, e.g. the sewer system, roads, 
bike roads.  
Their tasks are mainly focused on the implementation and practical organization 
of these activities. Based on the number of residents and the amount of industrial 
activity in the municipalities, they receive subsidies of the Flemish government 
in order to fill out these tasks. These subsidies are completed with municipal 
taxes paid by the residents. Rural municipalities are characterized by lower 
number of residents and lower industrial activity and therefore often have 
difficulties to find budget to ensure all the above activities. In 2010, through the 
publication of a joint manifesto, rural Flemish municipalities asked for more 
investments by the Flemish government in the municipal level in order to enable 
them to sufficiently implement the above activities and to be a valid partner in 
rural development. In this manifesto, the municipalities also indicated that 
collaboration between different municipalities on regional level might be one of 
the ways to overcome these problems and to still be able to provide services, 
organize touristic arrangements, etc. (VVSG 2010). 
The following section combines the themes discussed in section 3.3 and the 
policy that was discussed in this section. It analyzes the regional rural 
development strategies that are set out by the stakeholders, for the four themes 
mentioned in section 3.3. These strategies are based on their own analysis of the 
needs and opportunities of the respective regions. But they are also steered by 




Furthermore, the next section also presents what kind of LEADER-projects are 
implemented in the case studies. 
 
3.5 REGIONAL STRATEGIES AND ACTIVITIES  
This section elaborates on the strategies for rural development as well as the 
activities that were implemented in the case study regions. We start with the 
regional rural development strategies that were set out by the stakeholders. 
Second, we discuss the nature of the projects that were actually carried out. The 
last part combines the insights of the first two. 
3.5.1 Regional strategies for rural development 
The regional strategies discussed here don’t represent all rural development 
strategies, but we focus on those strategies that have an influence on the four 
themes that were discussed in section 3.3. We only used multi-sectoral, 
integrated regional visions that resulted out of a broad cooperation of 
stakeholders. This means that we did not take into account regional visions that 
were made by individual organizations such as nature development 
organizations or farmers’ organizations or economic organizations. Table 3.7 
gives an overview of the strategies that were consulted for the analysis.  
Table 3.7 Consulted strategies per region 
REGION CONSULTED STRATEGIES  
Meetjesland Meetjesland 2020 
Local Development Strategy LEADER 
Pajottenland Local Development Strategy LEADER 
Vlaamse Ardennen  Local Development Strategy LEADER 
Westhoek Kompasnota WRWG 
Local Development Strategy LEADER 
 
It is striking that there are little integrated, multi-sectoral strategies for region-
specific rural development, in spite of the quite extensive number of sectoral 
strategies by different organizations. Only in Westhoek and Meetjesland this 
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kind of integrated multi-sectoral strategies was developed, in cooperation with 
municipalities, the province and a large number of regional development 
organizations. Not surprisingly, these are the two regions with a long-standing 
tradition of regional cooperation. In Westhoek, the LDS of LEADER is completely 
geared to the broader regional vision and the regional vision is more used and 
applied in all different aspects of region-specific rural development. There, 
LEADER is considered as one of the possible sources of subsidies, that can be 
used to implement the broader regional vision. In Meetjesland, there is also a 
connection between the regional vision and the LDS of LEADER, but this 
connection is slightly weaker than in Westhoek and there is less interaction 
between the two visions. This is mainly because the LAG of Meetjesland has been 
strongly influenced by the province East Flanders to implement the same 
objectives for rural development as the LAG of Vlaamse Ardennen. In 
Pajottenland and Vlaamse Ardennen, the LAGs of LEADER are the only 
integrated multi-sectoral strategies. It seems that in these regions the LAGs are 
the only forum where different actors have the possibility to reflect on region-
specific rural development and to collectively set out integrated strategies for 
region-specific rural development.  
Table 3.8 presents an overview of the strategies of all the case study areas for the 
four themes. This table show that in all four regions the current development 
strategies are very similar. All regions have formulated strategies in order to  
1. Preserve the regional landscapes  
2. Expand tourism and preserve regional heritage 
3. Promote the regional brand/regional identity 
4. Invest in basic provisions and modernize rural towns. 
These strategies are all very similar to the objectives for rural development as 
formulated by the Flemish government: 
1. Improvement of touristic activities;  
2. Basic provisions for the rural economy and the rural population; 
3. Development and renovation of rural towns; 
4. Conservation and revaluation of rural heritage; and 




Some differences could be found in Pajottenland and Westhoek: these regions 
have developed their strategies around a core value. In Pajottenland, regional 
identity serves as a basic principle for rural development, which means that each 
strategy should also contribute to a stronger regional identity. The strategies in 
Westhoek should all contribute to a good quality of the landscape and spatial 
quality, which are indicated in the LDS as the core values of rural development. 
Table 3.8  Regional strategies concerning the four themes. The strategies in bold are the 
ones that serve as the core values of the respective local development strategies.  
OPEN SPACE AND LANDSCAPE 
Meetjesland Preservation, reinforcement and valorization of the landscape and 
natural values 
Pajottenland Professional preservation, maintenance and exploitation of the 
typical landscape 
Vlaamse Ardennen Preservation and reinforcement of the wealth of regional nature 
and of the landscape  
Westhoek The qualities of the landscape and spatial quality as the basic 
principles of the regional vision 
TOURISM AND HERITAGE 
Meetjesland Expansion of tourism and recreation  
Preservation and revaluation of rural heritage  
Pajottenland Expansion of tourism and recreation, with respect for the region 
and its identity 
Preservation and reinforcement of rural heritage 
Vlaamse Ardennen Promotion of touristic activities  
Preservation, access to and integration of rural heritage  
Westhoek Expansion of tourism, with a focus on experience  
Development and preservation of heritage in a dynamic regional 
development  
REGIONAL IDENTITY AND REGIONAL BRAND 
Meetjesland Promotion of a strong regional brand  
Pajottenland Regional identity as the basic principle for rural development 
Vlaamse Ardennen Stimulation of regional attachment and regional identity  
Westhoek Stimulation of regional attachment and regional image through 
regional branding  
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Table 3.8(cont.)  Regional strategies concerning the four themes. 
LIVABILITY AND MOBILITY 
Meetjesland Basic provisions for rural economy and rural population  
Modernization and development of rural towns  
Pajottenland  Towards a comfortable and affordable housing  
Optimization of mobility and accessibility  
Vlaamse Ardennen Basic provisions for rural economy and rural population  
Modernization and development of rural towns  
Westhoek Basic provisions for rural economy and rural population  
Improving the livability of vulnerable villages in the rural area  
 
3.5.2 Implemented LEADER-projects 
The previous section presented the strategies for region-specific rural 
development of every region. Now we will take a look at how these strategies 
have been operationalized by the implementation of projects. We have used data 
by VLM, the agency that is responsible for the monitoring of the region-specific 
rural development projects. Table 3.9 gives an overview of the distribution of the 
(European, Flemish and provincial) subsidies for LEADER-projects for the period 
from 2007 until September 2011, divided for the five objectives as set out by the 
PDRD II (see section 3.4.2).  
Table 3.9 indicates that as far as the implemented projects are concerned, there 
are quite some differences between the four regions. This table indicates how 
the regional stakeholders manage to emphasize the objectives that they think are 
most important. While Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen have the tendency to 
divide the subsidies equally among the five objectives, Westhoek and especially 
Pajottenland have clearly chosen to emphasize one or two objectives. 
Pajottenland has made the most extreme choices: they have used almost 70% of 
their subsidies for the basic provisions for the rural economy and population. In 
practice, this is the regional branding project that has been started in 2008. 
Although they have already formulated strategies for the development of 
tourism, so far they didn’t invest in this objective. Westhoek has emphasized the 




the rural economy and population, together accounting also for almost 70% of 
the budget. They have spent only 6% on the conservation and revaluation of 
rural heritage. A reason for this might be the large, specific budget of the Flemish 
government for the heritage of the First World War. Although these figures only 
give information about LEADER-projects, they give a first indication of the 
differences between the focus of rural development in the four regions. 
 
Table 3.9  Distribution of the (European, Flemish and provincial) subsidies for rural 
development according to the objectives of PDRD II (2007-september 2011)  
(De Dobbeleer et al. 2011)3 





Tourism 23 % 0 % 32 % 12 % 
Basic provisions 18 % 69 % 14 % 28 % 
Rural towns 17 % 0 % 17 % 40 % 
Heritage  16 % 20 % 23 % 6 % 
Intermediate services 26 % 10 % 14 % 13 % 
 
3.6 CONCLUSIONS  
In this chapter we have explored how actors and policy interact in region-
specific rural development at the regional level, or the operational interface of 
these development processes. We have analyzed the point of view of regional 
stakeholders, by focusing on themes they indicated as crucial for future rural 
development. A second step was the analysis of the policy framework that 
shapes the actions and the strategies of these stakeholders. In a final step we 
have investigated the strategies that regional stakeholders have developed for 
the themes which they indicated as crucial.  
                                                     
3 Since the monitoring by VLM happens according to the five objectives, there is no straightforward 
one-on-one relation between the strategies from table 3.8 and the distribution of subsidies of table 
3.9. 
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THEMES CRUCIAL FOR FUTURE RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
The stakeholders involved in our research all indicated several themes that they 
found important for the development of their region. Although the themes were 
rather numerous and diverse, we could easily distinguish four broad themes that 
are crucial for the future rural development of the case studies. What is striking, 
is that these themes appeared to be the same for all the four case study regions. 
Respondents of Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek all 
indicated the following themes as key themes for future rural development in 
their region:  
1. open space and landscape,  
2. tourism and heritage  
3. regional identity and regional brand,  
4. livability and mobility.  
We have extensively discussed and compared these themes and their relevance 
for future rural development in the four case studies. First, stakeholders of all 
the four cases are convinced that their region is the region with the most amount 
of open space and that this open space distinguishes their region from others. 
They all want to preserve this open space and landscape and all think it is very 
difficult to find the delicate balance between conservation and development of 
their region. Second, with the exception of the heritage of World War I and the 
Tour of Flanders, all regions dispose of the same kind of heritage. This heritage 
contains the unique landscapes, typical rural traditions and crafts, and some 
authentic, picturesque rural villages. Respondents in all four regions state that 
the touristic development of their region is increasing and that this offers 
opportunities for their region. They all prefer recreation with respect for the 
rural character that won’t exceed the carrying capacity of the region and its 
residents. Third, although there are differences in the regional attachment in the 
case study regions, there are also quite some similarities. The majority of the 
respondents in all regions is convinced that the creation and/or preservation of 
regional identity is indispensable for rural development. And in three out of four 
regions, the role of regional identity is even reinforced by a regional branding 
project. The regional branding projects are in all regions seen as a way to 
differentiate the region from others. When comparing the unique selling 




placed central in the respective regional brands. Finally, also for the theme 
livability and mobility, the same issues appear in all the case studies. The 
remoteness and relative larger distances to access services are typical for rural 
regions in general. What’s striking, is the fact that agriculture and agricultural 
development are not mentioned by regional stakeholders as being important for 
future development. The importance of maintaining agriculture in the studied 
regions was mentioned, but the majority of the respondents considered 
agriculture as just one of the many sectors that have a stake in region-specific 
rural development.  
The above-mentioned observations lead us to the conclusion that in the four 
studied regions, similar development discussions are going on. The respondents 
involved in the research interpret rural development as integrated, multi-
sectoral, region-specific rural development, which is central to the new rural 
paradigm. However, as will be demonstrated in the next chapters, the way these 
discussions are handled and region-specific rural development is implemented, 
is quite different in all regions.   
RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY 
The analysis of the rural development policy affecting the regional stakeholders 
in the development of their strategies has revealed that all the case study regions 
are affected in the same way by the European and Flemish rural development 
policy. This is not surprising, as the differences that influence region-specific 
rural development are mainly at the provincial level. And these differences do 
not concern the provincial policy as such, but rather the provincial organization 
for rural development. A first big difference is the degree of decentralization, 
which is rather low in Flemish Brabant and East Flanders, where all policy is 
centralized in the provincial administration. West Flanders, however, has 
decentralized a large number of policy domains to the regional level, through its 
department for region-specific policy. Another difference is the interference of 
the province with the region-specific rural development strategies. This 
interference is the highest in East Flanders, where the province has a strong 
influence on the LAG and the decisions on rural development projects. Flemish 
Brabant seems to be the province that has the least influence on regional 
decisions and West Flanders is somewhere in between. The lowest policy level in 
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Flanders is the level of municipalities, which have many responsibilities but not 
enough means to govern and implement all the necessary activities.  
REGIONAL STRATEGIES 
When combining the regional strategies for rural development and the 
implemented LEADER-projects, we found that these are very similar for all the 
regions. The stakeholders in all regions have determined similar strategies or 
solutions for similar problems or opportunities. This seems rather plausible, 
especially given the common context of rural development policy. Furthermore, 
these strategies are all very similar to the objectives for rural development as 
formulated by the Flemish government. It seems logic that all regions will adopt 
the Flemish objectives, because this way they are assured of budget for their 
rural development. However, when all regions develop and implement similar 
strategies, the objective of the Flemish government to enable region-specific 
rural development through axis 3 and 4 is not achieved. Another remarkable 
finding is that in Pajottenland and Vlaamse Ardennen the local development 
strategy of LEADER is the only integrated multi-sectoral strategy for region-
specific rural development. This means that for some Flemish regions, LEADER is 
the only forum where these kind of strategies can be developed. Meetjesland and 
Westhoek, regions with a long-standing tradition of regional cooperation, have 
developed a regional vision besides their LEADER-strategies. Third, the 
comparison of the nature of LEADER-projects that actually have been 
implemented in the regions has shown that there are quite some differences 
among the regions. It is at this level that the differences between the regions 
appear. The LAGs of Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen have chosen to divide 
the subsidies equally among the five objectives. The LAGs of the other regions 
however, have clearly chosen to emphasize one or two objectives. As we have 
described in section 3.4.3, in these LAGs, the provincial interference was low 
compared to the situation in East Flanders.  
INTERACTION REGIONAL ACTORS AND POLICY 
Overall, we can conclude that the interaction between policy and regional 
stakeholders is dominated by a top-down approach by the Flemish and 
provincial governments. It seems that the Flemish government as well as the 




a steering and controlling role in region-specific rural development. They haven’t 
taken up their roles of enablers and supporters of rural development 
(Shucksmith 2010). They interfere at the regional level and want to maintain 
control over what happens in regions. In that respect, the Flemish and provincial 
governments don’t really succeed in their objective to enable region-specific 
rural development and they are ‘stuck’ in their roles of steering, planning and 
controlling development. Furthermore, our analyses have shown that the 
Flemish rural development policy is agri-centric, with the majority of the means 
for rural development captured by agriculture. For the period between 2007 
until 2013, more than 65% of the Flemish rural development budget is used for 
the development of the agricultural sector. Although Flanders has adopted the 
European objectives for rural development, the Flemish government seems to 
have replaced the rhetoric of broad, integrated rural development  by a 
pragmatic view that the rural development regulation, as part of the CAP, 
remains primarily a structural adjustment policy for agriculture (Dwyer et al. 
2002, Shucksmith 2010). This is contrast with the opinion of regional 
stakeholders, who have a broader vision on rural development. 
This top-down dominance by Flemish and provincial governments does not 
mean that the regional stakeholders in the case study areas are entirely passive. 
As the case of Westhoek has demonstrated, there are opportunities. In Westhoek, 
the many years of negotiation by regional stakeholders have resulted in the 
installation of a provincial department for region-specific rural development. 
Regional stakeholders involved in region-specific rural development in 
Westhoek have a very clear opinion on the future direction of this development 
and have elaborated a multi-sectoral, integrated regional vision. Instead of 
merely copying the objectives and measures of the EU or Flanders, they try to 
make optimal use of the framework for subsidies by the European Union and 
Flanders, without losing sight of their own regional vision. In the following 
chapters, more examples will be given on how regional actors can actively 
negotiate and influence policy in order to adjust it to their regional needs and 
opportunities.  
This chapter has presented a general overview on processes of region-specific 
rural development in the four case study regions. It has become clear that indeed 
the regional level, intermediate between provinces and municipalities emerges 
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as an operational interface between top-down policy and bottom-up initiatives 
of local actors. In the next chapters we will go more into detail on a number of 
topics that were raised here. The next chapter focuses on region formation, 
paying attention to the role of regional actors, as well as the relationship 
between region formation and regional identity. The fifth chapter elaborates on 
the selections that are made by regional actors in the set-up and implementation 
of regional branding projects. In chapter six we describe how we conducted an 
action research process in order to let regional stakeholders develop strategies 
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CHAPTER 4 – NO REGION WITHOUT INDIVIDUAL 




Over the last two decades, scientific and political interest in the geographical 
scale of the region has been renewed (Antonsich 2010, Pike et al. 2006). This 
interest can be traced back to processes of internationalization and globalization 
that have reordered political, economic and cultural relationships into global 
patterns. As Swyngedouw (2004) states, this reordering is as much local as it is 
global. In economic terms, the example of Silicon Valley has demonstrated, for 
instance, that economic competitiveness is based on local clusters of companies 
within global networks (Porter 2000, Rosenfeld, 1997). In political terms, the 
emerging globalization has led to a transfer of power from the nation-state to 
supra-national bodies such as the European Union and at the same time, 
seemingly paradoxically, a decentralization to the local scale (Jones and Keating  
1995, Keating 1998, Pike et al. 2006).  Paasi (2002a, p. 137) concluded, 
therefore, that  
“international markets and the emerging continental regime of Europe 
have now given rise to a new wave of regionalism that stresses the 
importance of regions and regional identities”. 
In the academic literature, there has been a lot of attention for the formation, the 
conceptualization and the institutionalization of regions. This attention derives 
from the conviction that a region is not a pre-given and stable spatial unit 
resulting merely from the age-old interaction between culture and nature. In 
constructivist approaches, regions are not considered to be the product of 
autonomous and evolutionary processes, but expressions of social struggles, 
power relations and identity politics (Allen and Cochrane 2007, Paasi 2002b). In 




“are not ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered; they are our (and others’) 
constructions”.  
Based on such a constructivist notion of the region, Paasi (1986, 2001, 2002a) 
studied the formation of regions, regional identities and their intertwined 
relations. He considers the construction of regions and territories as part of the 
perpetual transformation of the spatial system in which regions emerge, exist for 
some time and may then disappear. This process is labelled as 
institutionalization of regions (Paasi 1986, 2001). It is a process through which a 
region becomes identified in political, economic, cultural as well as 
administrative institutionalized practices and social consciousness; and is 
continually reproduced in these social practices (Paasi 2001). 
To analyze the content of the regional institutionalization process, Paasi (1986, 
2001) distinguishes four different aspects: the territorial shape, the symbolic 
shape, the institutional shape and the established role of a region. The territorial 
shape refers to the identification of the boundaries of a region. The symbolic 
shape contains several spatial labels that are used to construct narratives of 
identity. Political, economic, cultural formal and informal organizations as well 
as social groups all together constitute the institutional shape of a region. Finally, 
the established role refers to the recognized position of the region in the 
territorial structure and social consciousness, inside and outside the region.  
Discourses on regional identity are part of this process of institutionalization. 
Regional identities are collective narratives on who and what ‘we’ and ‘our 
region’ are and how these differ from others (Paasi 2002a, 2003). Regional 
identity is a true catchphrase since the 1980s and has become a slogan for 
regional governance, marketing and region-specific rural development among 
politicians and policy makers (Antonsich 2010). In constructivist approaches, 
regional identity is considered as a subjective, manipulatable and power-laden 
concept. Paasi (2002a) makes the analytical differentiation between ‘identity of a 
region’ and ‘regional identity’. The ‘identity of a region’ refers to those 
distinguishing physical, cultural and historical features that make one region 
different from another. ‘Regional identity’ (or regional consciousness) refers to 
the extent to which people identify themselves with the region as the whole of 
institutionalized practices, discourses and symbols. While these exist 
simultaneously as part of the process of social reproduction, this distinction 
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helps us to understand and analyze both the structure and power elements 
hidden in discourses on regional identity and individual regional consciousness 
(Paasi 2002a). 
Although these four shapes of institutionalization have been adopted by several 
authors, there is still a lack of clarity on different aspects of the 
institutionalization process. First of all, different authors have different views on 
the sequence of the four shapes in the region formation process. On the one 
hand, authors such as Paasi (2001) and Raagmaa (2002) state that the territorial, 
symbolic and institutional shaping of a region take place simultaneously (Paasi 
2001). Zimmerbauer (2011), however, sees a fixed evolution from one phase to 
another. In his view, the region formation process is dependent upon the 
development of a territorial shape and a symbolic shape. Once these are present, 
the emergence of regional institutions can lead to the formation of an 
institutional shape and, eventually, to the establishment of the region in the 
popular consciousness. 
Secondly, it is problematic that the role of agency in the institutionalization 
process remains underexplored. Most studies adopting the framework of 
institutionalization focus on institutional actors and say less about the everyday 
reproduction of the concepts and symbols of the regions in the minds of the 
people, whether they work for regional institutions or not. Deacon (2004, p. 214) 
stated, for instance, that  
“the role of agents embedded in regional institutions is left opaque and the 
precise ways in which ideas of the region become sedimented in everyday 
life remain unexplored”.  
More recently, Antonsich (2010) also pointed to the fact that the perspective of 
the residents of the regions remains largely out of view.  
This chapter wants to fill these gaps by elaborating on the region formation 
process of two regions in Flanders, Belgium. Attention is paid to the genesis, the 
evolution and the ongoing dynamics of the region formation process in these two 
regions. By using the four shapes of Paasi (1986, 2001), we want to investigate 
whether it is possible to speak of a fixed temporal sequence of the different 




of agency in the region formation process. Finally, we apply the concepts of 
‘identity of the region’ and ‘regional identity’ throughout the analysis, to unravel 
their roles in the institutionalization processes. The rest of the article is divided 
in five parts. In section two, we will describe our research methodology. The 
third and fourth section describe the region formation processes for the two case 
study regions, paying attention to the role of individuals in these processes. The 
fifth section rounds off with the discussion and conclusions.  
 
4.2 CASE STUDIES AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
In Belgium, the power of the national scale has not only been eroded by the 
growing importance of the European Union, but also by the transfer of power to 
the regional  (NUTS 1, three regions: Flanders, Wallonia, Brussels) and the 
provincial scale (NUTS 2, 5 provinces in Flanders and 5 in Wallonia). While the 
regions set out the guidelines and focus of different policy fields (e.g. regional 
economy, spatial policy, education, health care, environment, agriculture, 
tourism, etc.), the provinces are responsible for the implementation of the 
Flemish policy and its adaptation to the specific provincial contexts (Voets and 
De Rynck 2006). Each province also has the authority to coordinate its region-
oriented policies (Vereniging van de Vlaamse Provincies 2006). The members of 
the regional (NUTS 1) and provincial (NUTS 2) policy level are democratically 
elected. The regional level that is studied in the case study areas is formed by the 
merger of a number of municipalities (LAU 2). These are administrative regions 
and they are not determined by elections.  
To explore the region formation processes at this regional scale, a comparative 
case study research was conducted in two regions: Westhoek and Pajottenland 
(cfr. Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007, Yin 2003). Both case study areas are rather 
rural, but face different challenges because of their location. The Westhoek 
region is situated in the province of West-Flanders, in the westernmost part of 
Belgium. It consists of 18 municipalities (LAU 2) and is considered to be the most 
rural region of Flanders. The region has a peripheral position within the country, 
not only in terms of the distance to the capital Brussels, but also in terms of 
social, institutional, political and economic dimensions.  
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The Pajottenland region, on the other hand, is situated southwest of Brussels, in 
the western part of the province of Flemish Brabant. The current demarcation of 
the region, as done by the province (figure 4.1), consists of 13 municipalities 
(LAU 2). The northern municipalities, close to Brussels, are more suburbanised, 
while the southern municipalities are more rural even though they are located 
only 20 kilometers away from the centre of Brussels (Meert 2005). When the 
region is taken as a whole, the urbanisation pressure by Brussels is reflected in 
the high population density of the region (488 inh/km²).  
 
Figure 4.1: Location of the case study areas 
To understand the institutionalization of both regions, we have conducted semi-
structured interviews and analyzed policy documents. Respondents of the 
interviews (n= 40: 21 in Westhoek and 19 in Pajottenland) were stakeholders of 
regional development associations (with sociocultural, ecological or economic 
focus), policy actors and residents. The respondents were asked what it means 
for them to live in that particular region, which regional characteristics need to 
be preserved or changed in their view and how they evaluate past and current 
region-specific rural development processes. All interviews were taped and 
transcribed literally. In addition, 20 policy documents were analyzed. It 
concerned policy documents from the region of Flanders and the provinces, 
region-specific rural development strategies and mission statements of regional 
development organizations. All data were coded in NVivo8 (Baxter and Eyles 




In the following sections, we will present the results of our analysis. For every 
region we start with a historic overview of the region formation process. This 
overview starts in the 1960s because that was the moment when the political 
and societal attention for the regions started. This increasing focus on folklore 
and traditions was seen as a way to heal the traumas of the Second World War 
and to repair the social cohesion (Debergh 1984). The historic overview is 
followed by an elaboration on the role of individuals in the institutionalization 
process. 
 
4.3 EXPLORING THE REGION FORMATION PROCESSES OF WESTHOEK  
Figure 4.2 gives a schematic representation of the region formation process for 
the Westhoek, using the framework of institutionalization. The four dynamic 
shapes defined by Paasi (1986, 2001) allowed us to distinguish four different 
phases in the region formation process of Westhoek. The dotted lines indicate 
the starting conditions of the historic overview. The dark grey color in figure 4.2 
indicates that this shape has undergone a major change and triggered a new 
phase in the region formation process. The light grey color indicates that the 
particular shape has changed in the slipstream of major changes to another 
shape.  
 
Figure 4.2  Region formation processes of Westhoek 
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4.3.1 A northern and southern Westhoek 
During the first phase, from circa 1960 until about 1980, there were rather two 
regions: a northern and southern Westhoek, both with fuzzy boundaries and 
different passively present regional identities. In both regions a limited number 
of formal and informal regional development organizations were present, who 
were used to work on the territory of either the north or the south. The northern 
and southern region were internally recognized, although this recognition was 
not very explicit (Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2006). 
 
4.3.2 Merging the north and the south into one region 
A change in institutional shape announced a second phase in the region 
formation of Westhoek. From the 1980s on, a number of socio-economic regional 
development organizations from both the southern and northern Westhoek 
started cooperating and implemented socio-economic development projects for 
the whole region. The initiative for this cooperation was taken by a small group 
of enthusiastic people who felt both regions had the same needs and wanted to 
improve the socio-economic situation of their region and to strengthen their 
position by cooperating. This cooperation resulted in 1989 in the creation of a 
socio-economic regional development organization for the territory of both the 
northern and southern Westhoek, ‘Community Structure Westhoek’. Community 
Structure Westhoek was responsible for the development and implementation of 
regional strategies on (un)employment, livability, mobility and social exclusion. 
This institutional change has also affected the territorial and symbolic shape of 
the region. The strong dichotomy between the northern and southern Westhoek 
slowly diminished. During the second phase, the idea of the Westhoek as one 
region started to grow, especially within the minds of representatives from 





4.3.3 Formalization of regional institutions and demarcation 
A consecutive change in both institutional and territorial shape indicated a third 
phase in the region formation process. The regional collaboration for socio-
economic development grew stronger and inspired other organizations to 
cooperate on a regional level as well, resulting in a large number of new regional 
organizations focusing on natural, cultural, social or economic development 
(Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2006a, 2009). The growing number of regional 
development organizations and the increasing mutual collaboration raised the 
need for more autonomy for the regional level and formal regional institutions 
(Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2006a). A number of representatives of these 
regional development organizations consulted the provincial board, demanding 
more autonomy for the regional level. Many of the people who were at the 
origins of the start of Community Structure Westhoek were again involved in 
this group of representatives. During the interviews the important contribution 
to the region by this small group of people who asked for more autonomy for the 
region was stressed over and over again. In close collaboration with the 
province, they worked out a provincial policy document for region-specific 
policy (Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2006a, 2007). This policy document set out 
the lines for more autonomy for the four regions in the province of West 
Flanders (Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2006a, 2007). At the same time the 
province fixed the boundaries of the four regions in its area and merged the 
former northern and southern Westhoek into one formalized region, comprising 
all 18 municipalities. The policy document for region-specific policy was adopted 
by the province in 1996. As a result, every region in West Flanders disposed of a 
regional working group that was responsible for region-specific policy. 
Westhoek Regional Working Group (WRWG) is responsible for designing and 
implementing region-specific policy for agricultural, tourist, environmental, 
economic, cultural and social domains in Westhoek. This regional working group 
got the autonomy to adapt the provincial policy to the specific regional strengths 
and opportunities. WRWG does this in cooperation with the province, the 
municipalities and regional (economic, ecological or socio-cultural) development 
organizations (Westhoek Regional Working Group 2010).  
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4.3.4 Activation of the ‘identity of the region’ and ‘regional identity’ 
In the late 1990s, regional identity started to receive more attention by several 
regional development organizations and was actively used in several region-
specific rural development projects. This entailed a shift in symbolic shape which 
led to a fourth phase in the region formation process. The concept ‘identity of the 
region’ (Paasi 2002a) appeared for the first time in 1997 in region-specific rural 
development strategies. Especially in the village renewal projects, it was an 
important spearhead (Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2006b). These projects 
focused on the renewal of the small, rural town centers, using local materials and 
maintaining the local architectural style (De Roo and Thissen 1997, Provincie 
West-Vlaanderen 2006b). In 2009, the region started a regional branding 
project, where both ‘identity of the region’ and ‘regional identity’ (Paasi 2002a) 
took up an even more central position. The main goal of this project was to use 
the ‘identity of the region’ of the Westhoek (the open character of the region, the 
typical landscapes and the heritage of the First World War) in the development 
of a common communication strategy to promote the region to residents and 
tourists. Another goal was to enhance ‘regional identity’ or the regional 
attachment among the residents and to strengthen social cohesion in the region 
(Westhoek Regional Working Group 2011).  
This active use of both ‘the identity of the region’ and ‘regional identity’ has 
positively influenced the internal recognition of Westhoek. Individuals that 
previously didn’t think nor act in terms of a distinct Westhoek regional setting 
have become familiar with the region and started relating to it. This was also 
strengthened by an extensive regional tourism campaign, promoting Westhoek 
both inside and outside the region. This tourism campaign has increased the 
internal as well as the external recognition of the region.  
 “The consciousness has grown the last 10 years, that this is a tourist 
region. Tourist campaigns, by the provincial tourism department have had 
an influence. What they have done to generate pride for the region by the 
residents. This would not have been possible without them.”  
(Respondent WH11, entrepreneur) 
During this fourth phase, both the institutional and the territorial shape of the 




use the provincial demarcation as their working area. However, the regional 
borders set by the province define the working area for the implementation of 
several integrated region-specific rural development projects, for example the 
regional branding project. 
 
4.3.5 Individual catalysts in the region formation process 
The idea to actively use the ‘identity of the region’ in region-specific rural 
development projects, for example in the village renewal projects, came from a 
small group of people. This is the same group of representatives of regional 
development organizations who have facilitated the region-specific policy of the 
Provincie West-Vlaanderen. From the initiation of ‘Community Structure 
Westhoek’, over the foundation of WRWG, until the start of the regional branding 
project, the same people were at the origins. It was also this same group who 
recognized the potential of ‘regional identity’ as a medium to bring people 
together and to inspire region-specific rural development projects. They are 
passionate about their region and convinced that region-specific rural 
development is fostered by revalorizing the local culture and the ‘identity of the 
region’. They start-up regional cooperation and stimulate regional attachment. 
Until today, those people are still involved in WRWG activities, region-specific 
policy fields as well as in other regional development organizations. 
“And we find that the people who gave a push before, who were responsible 
for the drive in the whole region-specific policy, that those people are still 
now very important for the regional dynamism.”  
(Respondent WH19, provincial representative) 
Some of these leaders were interviewed as well and they indicated that they are 
very much aware of their important position in the region. They are actively 
looking for successors or people to replace them because they are convinced that 
regional institutions alone are not sufficient to foster the regional dynamism.  
Summarizing the linkages between the different shapes, we can state that in the 
case of the Westhoek region, the institutional shape was the main driving force 
in the region formation process. The regional development institutions have 
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reinforced the territorial as well as the symbolic shape. Consecutively, the 
strengthening of all three shapes has resulted in a strong internal and external 
recognition of the Westhoek. The continuous interaction of the shapes results in 
the (re)production of Westhoek by municipalities, regional development 
organizations and residents. The interaction of the institutional, territorial and 
symbolic shape strongly depended on a small group of individuals, who have 
brought the shapes together and secured the linkages between them. They acted 
as catalysts by encouraging synergies between the shapes. Some people left, new 
people joined, but overall there is a group of people that are motivated to keep 
on working on region-specific rural development. Regional identity seems to be 
indispensable to foster their passion for the region and to keep on stimulating 
region formation and region-specific rural development. Finally, the analysis 
indicated that both the ‘identity of the region’ and ‘regional identity’ are 
addressed by the regional development organizations in the region formation 
processes.  
 
4.4 EXPLORING THE REGION FORMATION PROCESSES OF 
PAJOTTENLAND  
Figure 4.3 gives a schematic representation of the region formation processes for 
the Pajottenland region, using the framework of institutionalization of Paasi 
(1986, 2001). Again, the use of the four dynamic shapes allowed us to distinguish 
four different phases in the region formation process. The dotted lines indicate 
the starting conditions of the historic overview. The colour indications in figure 
4.3 are the same as for figure 4.2 (dark grey: major change; light grey: change in 
the slipstream of major change in other shape). The white color indicates that 






4.4.1 Pajottenland as a folklore name 
First introduced in the 19th century, the name Pajottenland was used as an 
umbrella term for the rural villages to the west of Brussels (Provincie Vlaams-
Brabant 2004). During this first phase, Pajottenland mainly was a folklore name 
which did not refer to a fixed territory or formal institutions. Regional identity 
was passively present in some municipalities and Pajottenland was particularly 
recognized internally, although not explicit.  
 
 
Figure 4.3  Region formation processes of Pajottenland 
 
4.4.2 Activation of the ‘identity of the region’ 
During the 1970s, policy intentions to construct a new motorway through the 
region and to locate a new recycling center for household waste in a rural 
municipality of Pajottenland evoked resistance among inhabitants. This gave rise 
to mobilization of local communities, united in the ‘Action Group Save 
Pajottenland’. This has resulted in the annulment of the policy intentions and the 
safeguarding of the rural character of the region (Meert 2005). Furthermore, the 
results of these actions have led to a growing understanding among local 
authorities on the importance of regional identity. Several municipalities started 
looking for typical aspects of the ‘identity of the region’ (Paasi 2002a), for 
example the undulating landscapes and the typical regional (farm) products, to 
distinguish their region from surrounding regions and to foster the regional 
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attachment or ‘regional identity’ (Paasi 2002a) of the residents (LAG 
Pajottenland+ 2006, Meert 2005). This change in symbolic shape gave rise to a 
second phase in the region formation process of Pajottenland. In one 
municipality, Gooik, for example, the mayor has proclaimed his village as ‘the 
pearl of Pajottenland’ in order to create a sense of pride for the region among the 
inhabitants. This change in symbolic shape has also stimulated the foundation of 
several regional development organizations and thus induced changes in the 
institutional shape. In 1974, ‘Community Work Pajottenland’ was set up to work 
on the socio-economic development of the region (Meert 2005). This was one of 
the first organizations to start working on a larger level than the level of a 
municipality. The active use of the ‘identity of the region’ has also improved the 
internal recognition of Pajottenland and the regional attachment, especially 




However, this peak of attention for ‘identity of the region’ was temporary and 
from the 1980s on, regional dynamism seemed to slow down. Regional identity 
faded into the background and little or no new formal regional institutions were 
initiated. This change in symbolic shape to a more passively present identity 
hardly induced changes in the other shapes. 
 
4.4.4 Set-up of regional institutions 
This ‘stand-still’ situation was reversed slowly from the 1990s on, where several 
changes in the institutional shape indicated the beginning of the fourth phase. 
New formal regional institutions emerged, starting in 1993 with the initiation of 
Regionaal Landschap Zenne Zuun Zoniën (RLZZZ), a regional development 
organization trying to stimulate the creation of synergies between nature, 
landscape and agriculture (Meert 2005). The foundation of RLZZZ was fostered 




‘Community Work Pajottenland’, whose initial focus was converted into 
ecological development objectives (Meert 2005). A second change in the 
institutional shape took place in 2001, when the tourist policy department of the 
Provincie Vlaams-Brabant adapted its policy and divided the province into 3 
tourist regions, each containing 3 sub-regions (Provincie Vlaams-Brabant 2003, 
2008). As a consequence, Pajottenland merged with Zennevallei, an adjacent 
region that is much more industrialized, into one tourist sub-region. Since then, 
every sub-region has a tourist office responsible for the implementation of the 
provincial tourism policy and the organization of tourist development projects 
(Provincie Vlaams-Brabant 2003, 2008). As a consequence, Pajottenland and 
Zennevallei are forced to cooperate in several projects. As the citations below 
indicate, the merger between Pajottenland and Zennevallei is not appreciated by 
the regional development organizations, nor by the municipalities, resulting in a 
stiff cooperation. 
“The province is out of touch with what happens here [Pajottenland]. So 
they just look at the map and think, those two regions are close to each 
other, so they will be the same. (…) It will probably be a political and 
economic choice to merge those two regions together. (…) But I don’t think 
that it can seriously work.” 
(Respondent PL1, representative nature development organization) 
“I have noticed that Pajottenland and Zennevallei are sometimes quite 
different, or at least they think that they are different. Apparently, the 
merger is a very sensitive problem there. I have attended several meetings 
and there is a continuously discussion on the merger.” 
 (Respondent PL7, provincial staff member) 
A last change in the institutional shape was the acknowledgment of Pajottenland 
as a LEADER-area in 2002 (Meert 2005). Again, the formation of the Local Action 
Group was fostered by the same group of people who initiated RLZZZ. At 
present, the Local Action Group of LEADER, Pajottenland+, is the only institution 
in the region that is working on integrated, multi-sectoral region-specific rural 
development, in collaboration with about 20 different local economic, ecological 
and socio-cultural organizations and the municipalities (LAG Pajottenland+ 
2006). These recent formal institutions have all started to actively use the 
‘identity of the region’ in their region-specific rural development projects and 
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thus triggered a change in the symbolic shape. RLZZZ encourages people to 
restore the traditional landscape elements, like hedges, mills, chapels and 
boundary markers, and to collect and register memories of these traditional 
landscape elements. The provincial tourism policy department in collaboration 
with Pajottenland+ and the municipalities also actively uses the ‘identity of the 
region’ in its regional branding project. They have developed a regional brand, 
based on the ‘identity of the region’ (mainly the undulating landscapes, the rural 
character of the region, some typical regional beers and a famous painter who 
lived in the region), in order to stimulate the rural economy (LAG Pajottenland+ 
2010). So far, the focus of the regional brand has been limited to the promotion 
of regional products to residents and little effort has been made to expand the 
scope of the regional brand. The effects of these ‘identity of the region’-based 
projects on regional attachment of the residents, however, remains rather 
marginal and limited. 
Next to the change in the symbolic shape, the changes in the institutional shape 
have also influenced the territorial shape: the new provincial tourism policy has 
resulted in a new demarcation for tourist purposes. This touristic demarcation 
however is not an official or generally accepted demarcation, nor is the 
provincial demarcation. Pajottenland+, for example, is only operating in 7 out of 
the 13 municipalities, due to criteria enforced by the European Union in order to 
receive support for rural development (LAG Pajottenland+ 2006). Taken 
together, the lack of consensus on regional borders, the rather limited number of 
development organizations operating on the regional level and the use of the 
‘identity of the region’ mainly for promotional reasons have all resulted in a 
weak internal recognition of Pajottenland. A research conducted in Flanders, 
however, has indicated that Pajottenland is one of the three best known regions 
in the whole Flanders (LAG Pajottenland+ 2010). 
 
4.4.5 Individual catalysts in the region formation process 
As indicated before, there was a small group of individuals, consisting of a 
limited number of representatives from regional development organizations 




particular were mentioned several times as the main instigators of the regional 
dynamism, namely the mayor of the municipality Gooik and a representative of 
Community Structure Pajottenland. From the 1970s on they have stimulated 
regional cooperation and encouraged the formation of regional institutions.  
“And eventually it is the mayor of Gooik together with the people of 
Community Structure Pajottenland who have obtained LEADER-funding 
for Pajottenland.” 
 (Respondent PL15, farmer) 
We could notice that these people who initiated changes in the institutional 
shape, are the same as those who have started actively using the ‘identity of the 
region’, amongst other by setting up the regional branding project. The efforts of 
this group have resulted in a quite strong regional attachment among the 
regional development organizations and a growing internal recognition of the 
region by the residents. However, a couple of years ago, the representative of 
Community Structure Pajottenland passed away and nobody has stepped up to 
replace him. The fact that now the region-specific rural development process 
depends very strongly on one person has slowed down regional dynamism in 
Pajottenland. 
Summarizing the linkages between the different shapes, we can state that in 
Pajottenland the symbolic shape has been the main driving force in the region 
formation process. What is striking, is the fact that the symbolic shape has 
evolved in waves. There were periods where regional identity was actively used 
in region-specific rural development projects, but also periods where regional 
identity didn’t play an important role. Furthermore, by merging two different 
regions into one and forcing them to work together, the institutional shape is not 
yet well developed. This weak institutional shape has also weakened both 
symbolic and territorial shape. The interaction of the institutional, territorial and 
symbolic shape strongly depended on a small group of individuals, who have 
brought the shapes together and secured the linkages between them. They acted 
as catalysts by encouraging synergies between the shapes. However, the 
dependence on these people is also a weakness, especially when there is no one 
to replace them, as is the case in Pajottenland. Finally, the analysis indicated that 
the stakeholders in Pajottenland focus mostly on the ‘identity of the region’ and 
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less on the regional attachment or the ‘regional identity’. This has resulted in a 
rather weak regional attachment of the residents.  
 
4.5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
This chapter has elaborated empirically on how several actors build a region. By 
applying the framework of institutionalization to two regions in Flanders, we 
wanted to investigate whether there is a fixed temporal sequence of the different 
aspects of the institutionalization process. In addition, we aimed to find out the 
role of agency in the region formation process and of the concepts ‘identity of the 
region’ and ‘regional identity’.  
First of all, the analysis confirms the usefulness of the concept of 
institutionalization as an analytic tool to compare region formation processes. 
The four analytical shapes as defined by Paasi could be distinguished and 
appeared to be very useful for understanding and visualizing the region 
formation processes. These shapes are not static; instead they are dynamic and 
change over time. The analysis also revealed that the four shapes can strongly 
influence each other and that a change in one shape can affect other shapes as 
well. 
Second, the empirical elaboration on the Flemish cases shows that there is no 
such thing as a fixed temporal sequence in which the separate aspects of 
institutionalization have to occur in order to result in an established region. In 
contrast to the view of Zimmerbauer (2011), the case of the Westhoek 
contradicts the precondition of the existence of a symbolic shape before the 
establishment of the institutional shape. The case of Pajottenland, on the other 
hand, confirms the statement of Antonsich (2010) that the symbolic shape can 
exist without the presence of a well-established institutional shape. The cases 
confirm, furthermore, that it is possible for a region to have a strongly developed 
symbolic shape even when a fixed territorial shape is lacking (Paasi 2002a). Both 
the symbolic shape and institutional shape were key elements in the regions, 
where there was a merger of two separate ‘pre-existing’ regions. While in 




the region formation process in Pajottenland was initiated by the symbolic 
shape. In Westhoek the two former regions spontaneously merged into one, 
influenced by grassroots actions. In this case, the institutional shape was crucial 
for reinforcing the symbolic and territorial shape. In Pajottenland and 
Zennevallei, the merger was a top-down decision by the province and this 
change in institutional shape has rather weakened the symbolic and territorial 
shape. The future of this region will depend on the further interaction of the 
different shapes: either the region Pajottenland and Zennevallei will become 
recognized and reproduced as one region or the merger will fail and both 
regions will be reproduced separately.   
As an answer to the second research question, the empirical study of the two 
Flemish regions has emphasized the important role of individuals in region 
formation processes, an aspect that often remains underexposed in studies on 
the construction of regions. These individuals act as catalysts in the region 
formation processes and are the vital links that assemble the different shapes 
and stimulate synergies between the shapes, resulting in the (re)production of 
the region and its identity. The two Flemish cases have shown that the process of 
region formation strongly depends on the efforts of these catalysts. In the 
Westhoek region, there was a rather large group of people which were actively 
using regional identity and building the region. In Pajottenland the number of 
catalysts was rather limited. As illustrated in the Pajottenland case study, this 
dependence on a small group of individuals can be a weakness because the 
region formation process can slow down these individuals retire or for some 
reason withdraw. 
Concerning the roles of ‘identity of the region’ and ‘regional identity’, the Flemish 
cases confirm that region formation and regional identity are strongly 
intertwined (Cappon and Leinfelder 2009, Paasi 2002a). In Westhoek, the 
regional development organizations pay attention to both the ‘identity of the 
region’ and ‘regional identity’ in the region formation process. This resulted in a 
strong regional attachment among stakeholders of regional development 
organizations as well as among residents. In Pajottenland, however, the focus is 
much more on ‘the identity of the region’. The lack of attention for ‘regional 
identity’ has resulted in a weak regional attachment of residents. It is clear that 
the symbolic shape is indispensable in region formation processes and the 
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Flemish cases indicate that ‘regional identity’ is both cause and effect of the on-
going region formation processes. The two cases under study have shown that 
this regional attachment can be a driving force for the catalysts to stimulate the 
region formation process. For the region to achieve an established role, internal 
recognition is necessary. This becomes more difficult if there is no sense of 
regional attachment among the residents or if there is a weak symbolic shape.  
Inspired by the concept of institutionalization and several studies that adopted 
this concept, this chapter has described the region formation processes of two 
regions in Flanders. We have empirically elaborated on the holistic process of 
region formation instead of conducting a fragmentary analysis of the separate 
aspects. Our thorough empirical analysis has enriched the concept of 
institutionalization and has clearly emphasized its dynamic and interrelated 
character. Further research is needed to investigate whether the impact of the 
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CHAPTER 5 – BEHIND THE SCENES OF PLACE BRANDING. 
ANALYZING THE ROLE OF ACTORS IN REGIONAL BRANDING 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
Over the last decades, scientific and political interest in the geographical scale of 
the region has been renewed (Antonsich 2010, Pike et al. 2006). This interest can 
be traced back to processes of internationalization and globalization that have 
reordered political, economic and cultural relationships into global patterns. 
These processes resulted in a growing international, inter-regional and 
interurban competition (Pike et al. 2006). Furthermore, both a vertical and 
horizontal rescaling of statehood can be witnessed (Brenner 2003). The vertical 
rescaling of statehood refers to the transfer of power from the nation-state to 
supra-national bodies such as the European Union and at the same time, 
seemingly paradoxically, a decentralization to the local scale (Benz 2000, 
Brenner 2003, Keating 1998, Shucksmith 2010). There is also horizontal 
rescaling of statehood, which means that there is more cooperation between 
state and non-state actors, or a so-called shift from government to governance 
(Brenner 2003, Pemberton and Goodwin 2010, Stoker 1997). Both the vertical 
and horizontal rescaling of statehood have forced local administration to look for 
alternative ways to stimulate the economy and  resulted in an increased 
competition between regions. Although many places offer the same ‘product’ – 
territory, infrastructure, educated people etc., they must compete with each 
other for investment, tourism, residents and political power, often on a global 
scale (Hanna and Rowley 2008, Papadopoulos 2011). To address this new  
context, governments and trade groups began to develop systematic campaigns 
intended to safeguard or promote their constituents’ interests, such as 
protecting domestic industries against imports, attracting tourism, investment, 
skilled labor, and/or foreign students, promoting domestic products abroad 
(Pike 2011a). According to Boisen et al. (2011), branding is one of the central 
concepts for promoting local competitiveness. To stand out from the crowd and 




(van Ham 2008). Government officials, policy makers and various commercial 
and non-commercial stakeholders are becoming confident that a coherent, 
strong and attractive place brand will help promote the economic development 
of their city, region and/or country (Boisen 2011, Pike 2011b). 
In its most narrow interpretation place branding can be considered as the 
application of product branding to places (Kavaratzis 2005). It is a promotional 
strategy that includes all activities that increase the attractiveness of an area as a 
place for working, living and spending free time (van Ham 2008). Place branding 
involves the development of a place brand, which is more than an identifying 
name given to a place. A place brand is a geographical representation of the place 
and it requires a deliberate process of selecting and associating specific, regional, 
functional attributes and symbolic values that are assumed to add value to the 
place. The place brand has to represent the link between the typical functional 
and symbolic characteristics of the place and the potential place consumers. 
Hospers (2011) distinguished three types of place consumers: 1) inhabitants 
searching for a place to live, work and relax, 2) firms looking for a place to locate, 
do business and recruit employees and 3) visitors seeking leisure and touristic 
opportunities. Place branding is thus not only about the outside world, or in 
other words a matter of ‘external branding’. In order to keep the local 
inhabitants satisfied, prevent them from becoming alienated from their own 
region and build community, a process of ‘internal branding’ may be needed as 
well. Ideally, the place branding strategy should close the gap between what an 
area really is (‘identity’), what outsiders think about it (‘image’) and how the 
location wants to be known in the outside world (its ‘brand’ or desired 
reputation) (Hospers 2004). Kavaratzis (2005) distinguishes three different 
ways to communicate a place brand. The primary communication relates to the 
communicative effects of for example the organization of public spaces, 
infrastructural projects, organizational and administrative structures, etc. While 
communication is not the main goal of these actions, they all influence the way 
the place can live up to the expectations that are raised by the regional brand. 
Secondary communication refers to all promotional actions to put the regional 
brand under the attention of the place consumers. This secondary 
communication is  initiated by the regional brand owner or manager, and 
includes advertising, public relations, graphic design and the use of a logo. 
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Finally, tertiary communication takes place through the media, opinions 
expressed by residents and images of outsiders.  
Place branding is more complex than branding commercial products, because 
unlike a product, service or organization, nobody owns a country, region or a 
city. Furthermore, a place means different things to different people and 
different people also have different interests in the place (Ooi 2004). A vast 
number of different actors contribute to the creation of the regional brand and 
the way it will be communicated (Therkelsen and Halkier 2011). This variety of 
actors create and recreate the geographical representations of places and thus 
influence the place brands. Boisen et al. (2011) state that place branding is 
inherently a selective process. When developing a brand, inevitably some place-
specific attributes and values need to be selected to represent the place. 
However, this implies that other place-specific attributes and values are left out 
of the brand. This way, the place brand is always a limited form of geographical 
representation of the place. The selectivity is not limited to the choice of which 
attributes and values will represent the region and will be included in the place 
brand. There is also a selection of the target groups that will be addressed by the 
brand and a selection of possible place branding strategy. In a broader 
interpretation place branding can thus be considered as an umbrella term 
referring to different kinds of activities, ranging from geographical nomenclature 
to a form of place management (Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005). The strategy of 
linking a physical product to a geographical location (e.g. regional products) is 
referred to as geographical denomination. In these processes there is no 
conscious attempt to link any supposed attributes of the place to the product. Co-
branding of product and place, attempts to market a physical product by 
associating it with a place that is assumed to have attributes beneficial to the 
image of the product. Finally, when the place brand is a translation of a broader 
development strategy of the place, place branding can  be considered as a form 
of place management (Hankinson 2004).  
Place branding can be applied to municipalities, cities, regions or nations (Govers 
and Go 2009). This chapter focuses on the scale of regions in Flanders, where the 
aforementioned trends of globalization and state-rescaling have resulted in an 
increased societal and political attention for the regional level. These processes 




level between provinces (NUTS 2) and municipalities (LAU 2). Furthermore, 
these processes have also enhanced regional competition in Flanders (Voets and 
De Rynck 2006). Flemish regions also started up place branding projects as a 
way to deal with this competition. Since 2009, at least 5 Flemish regions have 
started a regional branding project. This chapter studies the regional branding 
projects in two regions in Flanders: Westhoek and Pajottenland&Zennevallei. 
Both regions recently started a regional branding project, with funding provided 
by the European Fund for Regional Development (EFRD) specifically for the 
purpose of branding. This funding was provided under the objective regional 
competitiveness and employment, within the Flemish priority innovation and 
knowledge-based economy.   
Despite the many similarities between the regions and the shared project 
preconditions, the resulting  regional branding projects are very different. It is 
our hypothesis that this difference is due to the selections made by the 
respective regional actors. This chapter investigates the selective nature of the 
studied regional branding projects and has two main objectives. The first 
objective is to analyze the selections that are made by the actors involved during 
the regional branding projects. How do the different regional actors 
conceptualize and build a regional brand? How do they develop the regional 
branding project and what is the result of the selections that were made? In their 
recent work, Boisen et al. (2011) draw the attention to the inherent selectivity in 
the formulation of the brand strategy and the target groups in a process of place 
branding. They argue for more attention to this selective nature and for an 
investigation of the criteria by which the decisions are made and the reasons 
behind the selections that are carried out as a result of such decision. A second 
objective is thus to find out which are the underlying processes that influence 
these selections in the studied regional branding projects. 
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5.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 
Two Flemish cases were selected for comparative case study research (Yin 
2009): Westhoek and Pajottenland&Zennevallei.  
 
Figure 5.1  Location of the case study areas 
In order to gain insight into the regional branding processes, data were collected 
from several sources. These ranged from semi-structured interviews, policy 
documents, and observations of project meetings to field notes during field 
visits. Respondents of the interviews (n= 39: 20 in Westhoek and 19 in 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei) were stakeholders of regional development 
associations (with a sociocultural, ecological or economic focus) and policy 
actors. They were asked to evaluate the design processes of the regional 
branding project, which regional characteristics they think the regional brand 
should represent and what their expectations are for the future of the regional 
branding project. All interviews were taped and transcribed literally. Other data 
sources were observations in project group meetings and field notes from 
personal communications during field visits. All project meetings (7 in 
Westhoek, 3 in Pajottenland&Zennevallei) were attended from January 2009 
until December 2010. In addition, several policy documents were analyzed, for 




documents on region-specific policy. All data were coded (Strauss and Corbin 
1998) and analyzed qualitatively, using NVivo.  
In the following sections, we first analyze for both regions how the regional 
branding project was designed, paying attention to the selections made for 1) the 
project partners and target groups, 2) the development of the regional brand and 
3) the organization for the project. The analysis revealed that several conflicts 
emerged during the design phase of the regional branding projects. In a second 
step, we take a look behind the scenes of the regional branding projects and 
analyze the different kinds of conflicts in the regions. To end, we compare the 
selections made in the two regional branding projects and unravel the 
underlying processes that influence these selections.  
 
5.3 REGIONAL BRANDING IN WESTHOEK 
The Westhoek region is situated in the province of West-Flanders, in the most 
western part of Belgium, bordered in the north by the North Sea and in the south 
by France (figure 1). Westhoek, with approximately 200.000 inhabitants and 18 
municipalities, is  considered as the most rural region within a densely 
populated Flanders. It is known for its diversity of open landscapes and heritage 
sites related to the First World War. The combination of the heritage of the First 
World War, the coast, the diverse landscapes and open space attracts many 
tourists to the region. Westhoek can be labeled as an established or 
institutionalized region (Messely et al. 2012). The process of institutionalization 
of regions refers to the construction of regions as part of the perpetual 
transformation of the spatial system in which regions emerge, exist for some 
time and may then disappear (Paasi 1986, Paasi 2001). The institutionalization 
of a region is a process in which the territorial (fixed or fuzzy borders), symbolic 
(name and other material symbols) and institutional ‘shapes’ of a region emerge, 
thereby forging the region as an established unit in the wider regional system 
and societal consciousness (Zimmerbauer and Paasi 2013). The process of 
institutionalization of Westhoek has started in the late 1970s and the interaction 
between its symbolic, territorial and institutional shape has resulted in a widely 
accepted internal and external recognition of the region (Messely et al. 2012). 
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5.3.1 Designing the regional branding project 
PARTNERS, OBJECTIVES AND TARGET GROUPS 
Westhoek started the regional branding project in November 2009, initiated and 
coordinated by the Westhoek Regional Working Group (WRWG), a regional 
network organization responsible for designing and implementing region-
specific policy. Other regional partners in the project are the provincial tourism 
department and Resoc Westhoek, a socio-economic association. The project 
partners are supported by a steering committee, with representation of other 
regional development associations, municipalities and provincial departments. 
The main goal of the regional branding project is to develop a common 
communication strategy to promote the region to residents as well as to 
outsiders. Other objectives of the regional branding project are  
“altering the perceived negative, old-fashioned image of the region and using 
regional identity as a mobilizing force to enhance regional attachment and social 
cohesion in the region” (Project mission).  
The project partners selected three target groups: the residents of Westhoek, 
targeted by WRWG, the regional entrepreneurs, targeted by RESOC Westhoek 
and the tourists, who receive the main attention of the provincial tourism 
department.  
DEVELOPMENT OF THE REGIONAL BRAND 
The coordinator and the project partners have worked together in a small 
project group to prepare the regional branding project. This project group is 
supported by the steering committee, which meets quarterly and advises the 
coordinator and the project partners on the strategies and future actions of the 
project.  
The project partners wanted to use regional identity as a starting point for the 
development of the regional brand. Furthermore, they wanted to mobilize the 
residents through the regional branding project and wanted input from different 
stakeholders. In order to get insight into the different identities that are ascribed 
to the region, a series of in-depth interviews was performed and an online 




were further elaborated in focus groups with other regional stakeholders. In 
these groups the participants discussed how these regional identities could be 
developed in the future. The coordinator and the project partners translated the 
results of this research into a draft communication plan. Furthermore, based on 
the research process, they also selected the regional attributes and values to 
underpin the regional brand. The project partners first wanted to assure that the 
regional brand would be widely used by as many regional stakeholders as 
possible before investing money into the development of a logo. In order to 
enhance this commitment, the project partners convinced their directors as well 
as other regional development associations to sign a regional communication 
charter. By signing this communication charter, the stakeholders confirmed their 
commitment to use the logo and to support the regional branding project. The 
draft communication plan and the selected attributes and values were then 
handed over to a professional communication bureau, that created a new logo 
for the region (figure 5.2) and set out a regional branding strategy.  
 
 
Figure 5.2  Logo of Westhoek 
In close consultation with the steering committee, the project team has selected 
a number of attributes and values to compose the regional brand of Westhoek. 
The regional brand highlights the rural and sociable attributes of Westhoek, 
promoting the open space to live, work, undertake and relax as well as the 
hospitable character of the region. Key themes or values are quality, enjoying life 
and entrepreneurship. The logo is designed to visualize the multitude of colors, 
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ideas and points of view that the region has to offer. It wants to translate the 
regional creativity, inspiration and its open space. It was a conscious choice to 
leave some of the fields in the logo blank to emphasize that there is still space in 
Westhoek. Space in all possible senses of the word.  The resulting regional 
branding project uses the qualities of local characteristics and products to 
ascribe meanings and associations to the region. The main focus is on 
communication, in order to promote the region to residents, tourists and 
entrepreneurs and to alter the negative image of the region. The key themes are 
communicated to the target groups through regional newsletters, a website for 
tourists (http://www.toerismewesthoek.be), a website for residents 
(http://www.westhoek.be) and the organization of regional events. The new 
logo and the regional branding project were presented at an official launch 
event. This launch event has put a number of role models in the picture. These 
are people from the region who put the region on the map in a new and modern 
way, who represent the region and support and use the regional brand.  
ORGANIZING FOR REGIONAL BRANDING  
Figure 5.3 gives an overview of the cooperation among regional actors in 
Westhoek for the regional branding project. The organization and cooperation as 
mentioned in figure 5.3 is completely embedded into the daily functioning of 
provincial and regional institutions. All the actors in the scheme are represented 
in the steering committee of the regional branding project. The majority of the 
regional development associations have also adopted the provincial demarcation 
as their working area. 
 As can be derived from figure 5.3, several policy levels are involved in the 
regional branding project. In general, the relationships between these policy 
actors are quite good. In recent years, a number of integrated development 
projects have been started, coordinated by WRWG and with cooperation of 
municipalities, provincial departments as well as regional development 
associations. The increasing number of these projects confirms the good 
relations among the regional actors. These good relations are mainly a 
consequence of the region-specific policy of the province West Flanders. Since 
1996, the province has invested in region-specific policy and transferred 




specific policy (Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2007). This department  facilitates 
the implementation of the provincial policy, adjusted to the region-specific 
context and needs. As mentioned before, the establishment of WRWG in 1996 
was a reaction to the demand by regional actors for more authority for the 
regional level. The establishment of WRWG has stimulated regional consultation 
and cooperation and built experience with thinking and working on a regional 
level. 
«The province has had a positive influence on the region. They have 
supported the development of a regional network organization that 
assisted the municipalities to overcome some structural problems.»  
(Respondent WH17, policy actor) 
 
 
Figure 5.3  Cooperation among regional actors in Westhoek 
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The scheme also highlights the central networking position of WRWG, which is 
responsible for designing and implementing region-specific policy for 
agricultural, tourist, environmental, economic, cultural and social domains in 
Westhoek (Provincie West-Vlaanderen 2007). Besides these tasks, WRWG 
facilitates the inter-sectoral dialogue and coordinates several integrated regional 
development projects. WRWG has also positively influenced the set-up of 
Westhoekoverleg, the inter-municipal collaboration.  
The regional branding project in Westhoek fits completely into the strategy for 
region-specific rural development, as it was drawn up by WRWG, in close 
collaboration with the policy actors and other regional development 
associations. Because the organization for the regional branding project concurs 
with the existing regional governance structures, the embeddedness of the 
regional branding project in broader region-specific rural development plans is 
guaranteed. The regional branding project can thus be considered as a part of a 
bigger, coordinated process of place management. 
 
5.3.2 Behind the scenes of the regional brand 
DEVELOPERS VERSUS CONSERVATORS 
The meetings of the steering committee revealed tensions between the project 
partners about the core values of the regional brand. All partners agreed on the 
fact that the open space is an extraordinary asset of the region, but they have 
opposing visions on how to manage this open space in the future. WRWG wanted 
to emphasize the innovative and creative character of the region, while Resoc 
Westhoek wanted to promote the region as a region of enterprise, where there’s 
still space to start up new businesses. The provincial tourism department 
however, wanted to emphasize the calm, rural and quiet characteristics of the 
region in order to attract more tourists to the region. They also invest a lot into 
the promotion of the heritage of the First World War, especially with the 
forthcoming commemoration in 2014. A major part of the means and attention 
of the provincial tourism department goes to the preservation and promotion of 




think this focus will confirm the old-fashioned image of the region and will 
paralyze rural development processes.  
“The open space, which is our tourist asset, is turning into a disadvantage 
for us, little by little our region is treated as a nature reserve. Not much is 
possible in this region. Different kinds of developments are slowed down, 
while it is exactly development we need to be able to maintain and preserve 
the open space.” (Respondent WH7, policy actor) 
The coordinator tried to find a balance between these two opposing views by 
combining the two approaches and focusing on ‘conservation by development’.  
“We want to bring about a clear and distinct image of who we really are 
and communicate this in a powerful way, both inside and outside 
Westhoek. We want to alter the area of tension between on the one hand 
the stereotype of Westhoek as a conservative region and on the other hand 
new developments, into a unique asset: In Westhoek we preserve quality of 
open space and quality of life, exactly by encouraging new developments 
and steering them into the right direction. ”  (Project mission) 
However, there is no consensus among the project partners on what exactly this 
‘right direction’ is. Tourism provides an important source of income for the 
region and as a result the provincial tourism department has the resources to 
invest a lot in the promotion of Westhoek as a quiet, open and rural region. By 
acting this way, they dominate other regional stakeholders and neglect their plea 
for more attention to the dynamic regional characteristics.  
Summarized, the conflicts that influenced the selections in the RB project in 
Westhoek are mainly related to the symbolic shape of the region, more 
specifically, to which attributes and values will be used to represent the region. 
Some stakeholders want to introduce more modern and innovative regional 
characteristics into the regional brand, which could give the region a more 
modern and dynamic image. They developed this ‘resistance identity’ 
(Zimmerbauer et al. 2012), opposing to the top-down ‘project identity’ 
(Zimmerbauer et al. 2012) of Westhoek as a quiet, peaceful and very rural 
region, as promoted by the provincial tourist organization. 
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5.4 REGIONAL BRANDING IN PAJOTTENLAND&ZENNEVALLEI 
The Pajottenland region is situated southwest of Brussels, in the western part of 
the province Flemish Brabant, along the border between Flanders and Wallonia 
(figure 1). The demarcation of the region, by the province Flemish Brabant, 
consists of 13 municipalities covering an area of 406km². The northern 
municipalities, closest to Brussels, are more urbanized, while the southern 
municipalities, although only 20 km from the Belgian and European capital, are 
still rural. Pajottenland is characterized by a small scaled landscape with an 
alternation of hills and river valleys. Pajottenland is also known for the Brabant 
cart horse and the presence of the many medieval castles. The province Flemish 
Brabant recently merged Pajottenland and Zennevallei (see figure 1), an adjacent 
region, into one region for tourist promotion purposes (Provincie Vlaams-
Brabant 2008). Under the influence of the expansion of Brussels, Zennevallei is 
much more urbanized and industrialized. The name refers to the river Zenne 
that flows through the region. The region is known for its beers Geuze and Kriek, 
that are produced through a fermentation process induced by a specific micro-
organism that can only be found in the Zenne river. Contrary to Westhoek, 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei is not at all an established region. Instead, this is an 
example of deinstitutionalization, referring to the dissolving of a region by 
merging it with another region (Zimmerbauer et al. 2012). The merger of these 
two regions is a change in the territorial shape of both regions, but neither the 
symbolic, neither the institutional shape has been adjusted to this change. 
 
5.4.1 Designing the regional branding project  
PARTNERS, OBJECTIVES AND TARGET GROUPS 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei started the regional branding project in November 
2008, initiated and coordinated by Pajottenland+, the Local Action Group of 
LEADER. Other regional partners in the project are the provincial tourism 
department and the provincial regional products department. The project 
partners are supported by a steering committee, in which regional stakeholders 




Pajottenland&Zennevallei is the development of a regional brand, based on 
regional identity in order to stimulate the rural economy. This objective is 
further operationalized, focusing on 1) farm and regional products, 2) tourism 
and recreation and 3) ecological objectives. The regional branding project 
focuses on two target groups: regional entrepreneurs (producers of regional 
products, farmers, restaurants, B&B’s) and tourists (LAG Pajottenland+ 2010).  
DEVELOPMENT OF THE REGIONAL BRAND  
A small project group, consisting of the coordinator of Pajottenland+, a member 
of the steering committee specialized in marketing, and the local representative 
of a farmers’ union have prepared the regional branding strategy. The latter two 
members of the project group were neither a project partner, neither financing 
the project. The other two official project partners were not involved in this 
small project group and could only give limited input through the steering 
committee. They were thus primarily considered as financing partners. 
Stakeholders from Zennevallei were also not invited to this small project group. 
The project group started with a research on what should be the focus and the 
underlying attributes and values of the regional brand. Five focus groups were 
organized, with respectively stakeholders from the tourist sector, the 
municipalities, the regional entrepreneurs, residents and the socio-cultural 
sector. During these focus groups the participants could brainstorm about the 
typical characteristics of the region that could serve as functional attributes and 
symbolic values supporting the regional brand. Because not all project partners 
were involved in the small project group, the results were presented at two 
consolidating meetings, also in the presence of the steering committee. After 
these meetings, the attributes and values were fixed, making the region-specific 
strengths more explicit. Furthermore, a survey on the image that outsiders have 
of Pajottenland&Zennevallei was distributed. The chosen attributes and values 
as well as the survey data were then handed over to a professional 
communication agency, which developed a logo (figure 5.4), and a regional 
branding strategy.  
After consulting the steering committee, the project team has selected a number 
of attributes and values to compose the regional brand of Pajottenland& 
Zennevallei. This brand stresses the open space and the authentic, rural 
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character of the region, presenting it as the ‘garden of Brussels’, where one can 
find the typical regional beers, and regional farm products (LAG Pajottenland+ 
2010). The logo (figure 5.4) is built up by a flowing ‘P’ of Pajottenland and its 
reflection, together forming a heart. The green color refers to the rural 
municipalities of Pajottenland, while the blue color reflects the water of 
Zennevallei. The project group decided to use only the name Pajottenland in the 
logo, because the results of the survey indicated that outsiders  are more familiar 
with the name Pajottenland than the name Zennevallei. 
 
Figure 5.4  Logo of Pajottenland&Zennevallei 
The new logo and the regional branding project were presented to the 
municipalities and regional associations at an official launch event. The regional 
branding project mainly focuses on using the distinguishing regional qualities to 
promote regional products and the majority of the means and time of the 
regional branding project have been spent on the objectives for farm and 
regional products. Several regional producers have started using the brand for 
their products and several outlet places added these products to their offer. 
Furthermore, efforts have been made to start organizing common logistic 
services for the regional producers who are using the regional brand. Until now 
however, little attention has been paid to the ecological or tourist objectives.  
ORGANIZING FOR REGIONAL BRANDING 
Figure 5.5 shows the cooperation among regional actors for the regional 
branding project. The dotted arrows in figure 5.5 indicate that the cooperation 
among these actors only takes place specifically in the context of the regional 






Figure 5.5  Cooperation among regional actors in Pajottenland&Zennevallei 
In contrast with the situation in Westhoek, there is no generally accepted 
consensus on the demarcation of the region. Pajottenland+, the coordinator of 
the project, is actually only active in the southern, rural municipalities, because 
of LEADER-criteria. Other actors have different working areas and both the 
interviews and project meetings revealed that the regional stakeholders keep on 
arguing about the geographic and administrative boundaries of the region. 
The branding project fits into the local development strategy of Pajottenland+, 
but there is no fit with a strategy for region-specific rural development for the 
whole territory Pajottenland&Zennevallei. As a matter of fact, a generally 
accepted strategy for region-specific rural development of 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei does not exist. 
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5.4.2 Behind the scenes of the regional brand 
PAJOTTENLAND VERSUS ZENNEVALLEI  
As a consequence of the forced merger, Pajottenland and Zennevallei have to 
cooperate for the regional branding project, while there has been no tradition of 
cooperation between the regions. Stakeholders from both regions have the 
feeling that their regions are too different and are rather reluctant to collaborate. 
This reluctance to cooperate increased during the project, because of the 
development of the new logo (figure 5.4). The logo only contains the name 
‘Pajottenland’ and ‘Zennevallei’ has been omitted in the regional brand. This 
choice was made by the small project group, influenced by the results of the 
above mentioned image research. The official launch event of the new regional 
brand was met with quite some commotion. At this event the stakeholders from 
Zennevallei were confronted for the first time with the logo and many negative 
public reactions followed because of the lack of reference to Zennevallei.  
Another subject for debate concerns the promotion of the typical beers from 
Zennevallei. Because these beers are quite famous, they are prominent in the 
regional branding project and they are promoted under the regional brand, 
referring to Pajottenland. Stakeholders from Pajottenland are reluctant to 
cooperate with stakeholders from Zennevallei, however, they do want to 
promote the typical regional beers from Zennevallei as if they were their own. 
This also evoked many negative reactions from stakeholders of Zennevallei. 
PAJOTTENLAND VERSUS THE PROVINCE 
As mentioned before, the regional branding project mainly focuses on regional 
products. This has been criticized by the provincial department for regional 
products, because in 2007, the province of Flemish Brabant had already 
developed a provincial branding project and logo (figure 5.6) for products 
originating from the entire province. The provincial department for regional 
products questions whether it is a good idea to repeat the same exercise for a 
smaller area. However, the project group thinks that the provincial brand isn’t 
compatible with the core values of Pajottenland and decided to develop their 





Figure 5.6  Provincial brand for regional products of the province Flemish Brabant 
This is not the only conflict that stakeholders from Pajottenland have with  the 
province Flemish Brabant. Many regional actors criticize the province for making 
top-down decisions without considering local, bottom-up initiatives. In the 
province of Flemish Brabant there is no intermediary level between the 
municipalities and the province, nor is there a provincial region-specific policy 
department. In practice, this means that opportunities for integrated, region-
specific policy are limited. The implementation of the agricultural, tourism, 
environmental, economic, cultural and social policy is centralized in the 
provincial departments.  
“In my opinion – this is a regular point of discussion with the province – the 
province needs to better develop its region-specific policy. I think that it 
would be better if they integrate the region-specific aspect in their 
functioning instead of the top-down implementation of a common 
procedure. I wouldn’t do that; the province should allow more bottom-up 
initiatives.”  
(Respondent PL13, policy actor) 
DOMINANCE BY THE FARMERS’ UNION  
The interviews indicated that many tensions occur between the agricultural 
sector on the one hand and the nature development and tourism sectors on the 
other. During the field observations, this tension clearly surfaced when members 
of nature development associations who applied for membership of the steering 
committee were refused. This decision was taken by the project coordinator, 
influenced by a representative of the most important farmers’ union in the 
region. The representative has a strong position in the region and is unwilling to 
cooperate with nature development associations or the provincial tourist 
department. Several stakeholders mentioned his rigid attitude and complained 
Developing the region 
145 
 
about the fact that the majority of the funding and efforts are claimed by the 
agricultural sector. 
“The actions of that man, it is catastrophic, he really slows down the 
regional dynamism. […] His dictatorial attitude, his conceit, this damages 
the region. […] He has only attention for his farmers’ union and he tries to 
get funding to some projects that he tossed off. A lot of funding then goes to 
projects that are not always useful and that could work with much less 
money. That is a pity for the region.”  
(Respondent PL18, representative sociocultural association) 
Summarized, the conflicts that took place in the RB project in 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei revolved mainly around the process of 
(de)institutionalization (Zimmerbauer et al. 2012, Zimmerbauer and Paasi 
2013). The selection of the attributes and values to underpin the brand were 
influenced heavily by discussions on the territorial and symbolic shape of the 
region. More specifically the project partners held on to the division between the 
two separate regions and specific characteristics that could only be ascribed to 
either Pajottenland either Zennevallei. Furthermore, also for the institutional 
shape there were conflicts, mainly on the role of institutions of the separate 
regions, as well as on the role of the province. 
 
5.5 DISCUSSION  
This chapter has elaborated empirically on how the regional brands were 
designed and implemented in two Flemish regions. We have investigated the 
selections that were made in the studied regional branding projects and 
analyzed how different regional actors conceptualize and build a regional brand. 
Table 5.1 gives an overview of the differences in selections with regards to (1) 
the target groups, (2) the attributes and values underpinning the regional brand 
and (3) the regional branding strategy. For all these topics, different selections 
were made by the project partners, resulting in different trajectories of the 




A first difference can be noticed in the selection of the target groups, where 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei doesn’t target the residents of the region, Westhoek 
tries to use the regional brand for both internal and external branding. 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei does not pay attention to the residents as a target 
group and mainly focuses on external branding. The research process that 
preceded the selection of the attributes and values for the regional brand were 
quite similar for both regions. In both cases data on the prevailing identities of 
the region was gathered from a variety of stakeholders. In Westhoek, all 
stakeholders were equally represented during the selection process, but many 
tensions occurred during this process. In Pajottenland&Zennevallei there was 
apparently a fast consensus on the selected attributes and values. This should be 
nuanced however, because in Pajottenland&Zennevallei only stakeholders from 
Pajottenland were involved and even then not all project partners had a say in 
the selection.  
Table 5.1 Selections in the case study areas 
SELECTION WESTHOEK PAJOTTENLAND&ZENNEVALLEI 
TARGET GROUPS 
INITIALLY DEFINED Residents, tourists, 
entrepreneurs  
Entrepreneurs (producers of 
regional products, restaurants, 
B&B’s, hotels) and tourists 
MOST IMPORTANT Tourists Producers of regional products  
ATTRIBUTES AND VALUES 
PROCESS  Interviews, survey for 
residents and focus groups 
Focus groups and survey for 
outsiders 
ACTORS INVOLVED  All project partners  
+ feedback by steering 
committee 
Project coordinator and 2 regional 
actors from Pajottenland  
+ feedback by steering committee 
CONSENSUS No, tensions between 
developers and conservators 
Apparently yes 
REGIONAL BRANDING STRATEGY 
FOCUS  Place management Geographical denomination 
COMMUNICATION  Primary and secondary Secondary  
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The selection of the regional branding strategy is also different for both regions. 
Westhoek has completely embedded the regional branding project in the region-
specific rural development strategy and uses both primary and secondary 
communication to promote the regional brand. Pajottenland&Zennevallei focus 
on the use of the regional brand for regional products and mainly promote the 
brand through secondary communication. Taking all these differences into 
account, the analysis has shown that the selections that were made are highly 
dependent from the actors who were involved in the selections. The combination 
of the different selections made by the actors involved has led to very different 
resulting regional branding projects. 
The case studies clearly indicate that different stakeholders have different 
interpretations of what the region is and different conceptualizations or ideas on 
what a regional brand should represent. In Westhoek for example, there is a very 
lively discussion between the developers and conservators. The regional brand 
is a social construct and the attributes and values of the regional brand represent 
only a limited selection of all the existing interpretations and conceptualizations 
that circulate within a region. The consequence of this selectivity is that some 
regional stakeholders and some places within the region ‘fit’ better with the 
attributes and values of the regional brand than others. These stakeholders and 
places will thus be able to profit more from the regional brand than the ones that 
don’t dispose of the attributes and values selected for the brand (Boisen et al. 
2011). In Westhoek for instance, the municipalities with more open space and 
heritage from the First World War will profit more from the regional brand. 
Likewise, in Pajottenland&Zennevallei, the rural municipalities and producers of 
regional products will get more advantage of the rural brand. Other 
entrepreneurs, e.g. restaurants, hotels or B&Bs, or the more urbanized 
municipalities won’t be able to get a lot of profit from the regional brand.  
A second objective of this chapter was to unravel the underlying processes that 
influence the selections that were made. A first influencing factor is already 
mentioned: the selections depend on the actors involved in the selection 
procedures. A second important aspect is the extent to which the actors involved 
were able to give equal input in these selections. Our analysis revealed that the 
governance models in the regions and the power relations among regional 




determine who has a say in the selections. The analysis indicates that the 
regional governance model determines the degree to which it is possible to reach 
an equal input by the different project partners and regional stakeholders. In 
Westhoek there was already a tradition of integrated and multi-sectoral 
cooperation by policy actors and regional development associations. This 
tradition was carried on for the development of the regional branding project as 
well. In Pajottenland&Zennevallei there is no such tradition and much of the 
regional policy is centralized in the province. Within the governance models in 
the regions, the function and authority of the coordinator also influences the 
ability to reach an equal input. In Westhoek, WRWG can influence strategic 
decisions for future region-specific rural development. WRWG has the authority 
to formulate and pursue regional policies and can exercise significant power in 
guiding the future development of the region. They still need the permission of 
the other stakeholders in figure 5.3, but they have the mandate to place issues on 
the regional agenda. In Pajottenland&Zennevallei, the coordinator of the regional 
branding project is only authorized to work on rural development projects in a 
limited number of municipalities and not in the entire region. For this 
coordinator it will thus be much more difficult to place issues on the regional 
agenda. 
However, even if there’s a regional governance model that enables equal input, 
power relations also influence the selections that are made. The regional 
governance model in Westhoek enables equal input by the project partners, but 
the research revealed that the provincial tourism department has more power 
than the other partners. All partners could participate in the so-called ‘struggle’ 
over the selection of the attributes and values underpinning the regional brand. 
But it is clear that the provincial tourism department has ‘won the fight’, by using 
every possible mean to promote the calm, rural and quiet attributes of the 
region. They have the money, the network and the means to push through their 
own priorities and they can afford to neglect the plea by the other project 
partners for adding more modern aspects in the regional brand. 
Pajottenland&Zennevallei doesn’t dispose of a regional governance model that 
assures equal input. This unequal input was negatively influenced by power 
relations among regional stakeholders. First of all, since Pajottenland+ is the 
coordinator of the project, the focus of the regional brand is mainly on 
Pajottenland and its regional attributes and values. This might also be an 
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explanation for the focus of the regional branding on farm and regional products. 
Secondly, we see that the representative of a farmers’ union has dominated the 
coordinator and other regional stakeholders, despite the fact that the farmers’ 
union was not a partner in the project. This dominance has had consequences for 
the selections made in the regional branding project and deteriorated relations 
among regional stakeholders.  
A final factor that influences the selections of the studied regional branding 
projects, relates to the extent to which a region is institutionalized. Based on a 
thorough analysis of these four shapes, we can state that Westhoek is more 
institutionalized than Pajottenland&Zennevallei (Messely et al. 2012). In 
Westhoek there’s a general consensus on the territorial shape or the 
demarcation of the region. There is also a strong sense of regional attachment 
among residents and several symbols (for instance the heritage and the rural 
character) are used to represent the region, all indicating a well-developed 
symbolic shape. Furthermore, the institutional shape is well-developed, as the 
regional governance model facilitates region-specific policy and there’s a 
regional institution (WRWG) that has the authority to manage and steer region-
specific rural development processes. The interaction of these shapes has 
resulted in an established region, both inside and outside Westhoek. The 
situation of Pajottenland&Zennevallei is almost the contrary of that of Westhoek. 
No territorial, symbolic or institutional shape have been developed yet. There is 
no consensus on the regional borders, there is no attachment to the region and 
hardly any regional symbols are used to ascribe meaning to the region. There’s 
no regional institution responsible for region-specific policy, and all of the above 
results in weakly recognized region. The extent to which these different shapes 
are developed and their mutual interaction influences the selections of the 
regional branding projects. For instance, the territorial shape influences the 
selections of the partners that will be involved in the project and the selection of 
the attributes and values that will be ascribed to the region. If there are still 
discussions on the territorial shape, it is more difficult to select the project 
partners and also to make a selection of which attributes and values will be used 
to represent the region. This is also related to the symbolic shape, if residents 
and regional stakeholders already use regional symbols, these can be used in the 
regional brand. In Pajottenland&Zennevallei, the change in territorial shape (i.e. 




territorial shape, however, did not (yet) result into changes in the institutional or 
symbolic shape. Because these shapes remained (until now) rather static and did 
not interact, the selections for the regional branding project were hampered. 
Furthermore, if the institutional shape is not well developed, organization, 
cooperation and coordination for the selection of target groups, core values, 
regional branding strategies and communication become very difficult. 
 
5.6 CONCLUSION 
The objectives of this chapter were twofold. First we wanted to analyze the 
selections that are made during regional branding projects. To get a grasp of 
these selections we needed to understand how different regional actors 
conceptualize a regional brand and subsequently develop a regional branding 
project. By making an in-depth analysis of two case-studies we got a clear 
overview of the selections that were made in each region. More specifically we 
were able to define the selections that were made with regards to (1) the target 
groups, (2) the attributes and values underpinning the regional brand and (3) 
the regional branding strategy. For each of these topics, different selections were 
made by the project partners. By defining and unraveling these selections we 
were able to get a better understanding of the two regional branding processes. 
The selections help us to explain the differences between both branding projects 
although they were set-up in the same context with the same financing 
mechanisms.  
The second objective was to find out which underlying factors influence these 
selection processes. As a result of our analysis we distinguished three main 
factors that influence and shape the selection process. First of all, the actors who 
are involved in the development of the regional brand determine the selections 
that were made. Second, the governance model and power relations in the region 
determine the actors involved in the regional branding project and the extent to 
which they are given a chance to give equal input. Third, the degree to which a 
region is institutionalized influences the selections as well. The interaction 
between the territorial, symbolic and institutional shapes and the resulting 
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establishment of the region has an impact on the selection of project partners, 
attributes and values and the regional branding strategy.  
We consider the insight into the conceptualization and selection processes of 
regional branding projects as a crucial first step in the process of defining 
success factors for regional branding. In a next research step it will be the 
challenge to find relations between the selections made and the success or 
failure of regional branding projects. A long-term observation of the regions is 
however necessary to be able to make statements about these relationships. 
Such a long term observation should also allow us to study the degree to which 
regional branding projects can make a contribution to the region-specific rural 
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CHAPTER 6 – WEAVING THE RURAL WEB. TOWARDS THE 
FORMULATION OF REGION-SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
STRATEGIES BY REGIONAL ACTORS 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The common trend of economic decline of agriculture and other land-based 
industries within rural economies has resulted in increased questioning of the 
appropriateness of sectoral agricultural policies (Wiskerke 2009). These policies 
were principally aimed at supporting agricultural production and incomes 
through subsidies, as a means of promoting wider rural economic development 
(Ward and Brown 2009). The key actors were the national governments and 
farmers. However, in the last decades, new actors with multiple demands and 
preferences have entered rural areas (Dessein et al. 2013, Horlings 2010, 
Kerselaers et al. 2011). These new actors demand, for example, the preservation 
of environmental quality and cultural landscapes, possibilities for leisure and 
recreation and regional food supply. These major changes within rural areas 
have urged both the European and national political levels to rethink rural 
development policy (Shucksmith 2010), resulting in a shift towards a new rural 
paradigm (OECD 2006). There is a growing trend towards bottom-up 
approaches, characterized by a decentralized style of policy making (Dargan and 
Shucksmith 2008, Hermans et al. 2011, Pike et al. 2006). Several authors have 
described the shift from government to governance (Pike et al. 2006, Shucksmith 
2010). However, this shift from a steering government to a more enabling one 
does not come about naturally. As Gedikli (2009) states, local authorities or 
agencies often lack adequate resources, professional skills and equipment to 
perform decentralized functions. 
This shift to a new rural paradigm and decentralization coincides with 
globalization processes, which are also reshaping rural localities worldwide, 




(Woods 2007). Globalization transforms rural areas in different ways. Some 
regions appear to be more successful than others in reacting to the opportunities 
and threats accompanying these globalization processes. In this respect, some 
rural areas are under threat and face the prospect of becoming interchangeable 
and losing their regional identity in the globalizing economy (Simon et al. 2010), 
and are referred to as ‘cold-spots’ of development. Other regions however are 
performing well and manage to seize new opportunities arising from 
globalization and are thus referred to as ‘hot-spots’ of development (Marsden 
and Sonnino 2008, Wiskerke 2009). Moreover, urbanization processes also affect 
rural areas, resulting in population migration and changing economic activities 
(Copus et al. 2007). The new urban demands offer new rural supply possibilities 
and new rural-urban relations are constructed. How every region responds to 
urbanization and globalization and organizes its development depends on the 
learning capacities of the regional actors (Wellbrock et al. 2012). Wellbrock et al. 
(2012) thus regard regional learning processes as a very important aspect of 
region-specific rural development. They define regional learning as a process in 
which regional actors engage in collaboration and coordination for mutual 
benefit. Three simultaneous and intertwined facets characterize a successful 
process of regional learning. A first condition is that the activities and projects 
have to be initiated by the regional actors themselves. Secondly, the public 
administration needs to take on a supporting role. Finally, knowledge support 
structures need to facilitate and support the process of regional learning.  
 
6.1.1 The rural web 
The aforementioned change processes affecting rural development policy have 
also resulted in the need for new theoretical frameworks, tackling the nature, 
dynamics and heterogeneity of rural development processes. This need was 
expressed both by social scientists as well as policy makers (OECD 2006, van der 
Ploeg et al. 2000, van der Ploeg et al. 2008). Over the last ten or fifteen years 
there has been an important shift in rural studies. Previously these studies 
mainly involved a simplification of the overall complexity of rural systems. Such 
simplification was needed to enable a focus on the overarching objective of 
maximizing profits within a productivist model (Ventura et al. 2008). This 
Envisioning the region 
157 
 
approach is however increasingly seen as inadequate, due to two main factors. 
First, there is an increased awareness of the shortcomings of the modernization 
paradigm (Horlings and Marsden 2012, Marsden and Sonnino 2008, Ventura et 
al. 2008, Woods 2005). Second, theoretical advances and empirical evidence 
have given scholars a new motivation to reconceptualize rural development and 
link rural development strategies to issues such as equity, sustainability and 
social justice (van der Ploeg et al. 2008). 
The rural web can be considered as one of these new comprehensive theoretical 
frameworks on rural development. It is based on practice, theory and policy (van 
der Ploeg and Marsden 2008). According to van der Ploeg and Marsden (2008), 
regionalized rural development is grounded in and driven by complex sets of 
internally and externally generated interrelationships and interactions, which 
shape the relative attractiveness and competitiveness of rural spaces 
economically, socially, culturally and environmentally. This is what van der Ploeg 
and Marsden (2008) have called the unfolding rural web, whereby both the 
density and the quality of  internal and external interactions of different rural 
spaces affect the pathways and velocity of rural development trajectories. From 
an empirical point of view, a rural web is composed by the interrelations, 
interactions, encounters and mutualities that exist between actors, resources, 
activities, sectors and places within rural areas (Ventura et al. 2008). From a 
theoretical point of view, this same web emerges as the intersection of six 
dimensions: endogeneity, novelty, social capital, market governance, new 
institutional arrangements and sustainability (table 6.1). The six dimensions 
describe the regionally available social and natural resources and the specific 
ways in which these are combined and developed. Together, the six dimensions 
allow for a comprehensive description, representation and understanding of the 
constellations explored. Rural development proceeds as an unfolding and further 
strengthening of the rural web.  
The concept of the rural web was introduced by van der Ploeg and Marsden 
(2008), based on the European FP6 ETUDE project, which has documented, 
described and analyzed over 60 empirical case studies in order to explore the 
variety of rural webs and to ‘test and load’ the theoretical model (van der Ploeg 
and Marsden 2008). Their extensive empirical work and analysis has shown that 




and descriptive representation and understanding of regional rural 
development. The model as a whole helps to identify missing links in the 
building of new rural development trajectories (Ventura et al. 2008). 
Table 6.1  Rural web dimensions (Marsden 2010) 
DIMENSION DEFINITION 
Endogeneity the degree to which rural economies are (i) built upon local resources, 
(ii) organized according to local models of resource combination, and 
(iii) strengthened through the distribution and reinvestment of 
produced wealth within the local/regional constellation 
Novelty new insights, practices, artefacts and/or combinations (of resources, 
technological procedures, bodies of knowledge, etc.) that carry the 
promise that specific constellations function better 
Social capital the ability of individuals, groups, organizations or institutions to 
engage in networks, cooperate and employ social relations for 
common purpose and benefit 
Market 
governance 
institutional capacities to control and strengthen existing markets 
and/or to construct new ones 
New institutional 
arrangements 
new institutional constellations that solve coordination problems and 
support cooperation among rural actors 
Sustainability territorially based development that redefines nature by re-
emphasizing food production and agro-ecology and that reasserts the 
socio-environmental role of agriculture as a major agent in sustaining 
rural economies and cultures 
 
In their book ‘Networking the rural’, Milone and Ventura (2010) have elaborated 
further on the concept rural web and described their methodology for drawing 
up rural webs. The proposed methodology consists of two steps (Milone et al. 
2010). The first step involves an extensive description of the studied areas 
through an analysis of structural characteristics defined by seven different types 
of capital and their dynamics: environmental, economic, human, cultural, social, 
institutional and symbolic capital (Milone et al. 2010). A combination of 
qualitative, quantitative, primary and secondary data is used for this description 
of the area. In the second step, the data from the first step are interpreted in 
order to compose the rural web configuration and its dynamics. Empirical 
evidence for every dimension of the rural web is collected. This evidence serves 
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as a basis for the description of how different domains impact each other and it 
results in the development of the configuration of the rural web. Marsden (2010) 
and Horlings and Marsden (2012) have also used the analytical framework to 
assess the role of relocalization of agri-food in the rural web and to identify 
different eco-economic pathways within the dimension market governance.     
Previous research on the rural web has proven that the concept of the rural web 
helps to consolidate the large body of theoretical and empirical work on rural 
matters within a comprehensive framework. The rural web concept provides 1) 
an approach to sustainable rural development; 2) a tool for comparative analysis 
of different development paths both within and between regions; 3) a diagnostic 
tool for exploring the potential and limits of rural development patterns. These 
functions have been proven extensively in literature (Marsden 2010, Milone and 
Ventura 2010, van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008).  
 
6.1.2 Exploring the possibilities of the rural web for self-assessment 
Obviously, the trends of decentralization and globalization also have an impact 
on rural areas in Flanders. It is within this context of a changing and globalizing 
rural areas that the Social Sciences Unit of ILVO (Institute for Agricultural and 
Fisheries Research) was approached by the coordinators of two LEADER-areas 
in Flanders. The coordinators of the two LEADER-areas wanted to take the 
bottom-up philosophy of LEADER (High and Nemes 2007) a step further, and 
wanted to actively involve the local actors in writing the Local Development 
Strategy (LDS) that is needed to apply for new LEADER-funding for a possible 
new LEADER-period. The LDS for the previous period was elaborated by the 
employees of the major rural development agencies in both regions, which 
means that its creation was a mostly expert-based exercise. Similarly to findings 
in other European LEADER-areas (Buchecker et al. 2003, Glover et al. 2008,  
Golobič and Marušič 2007, Renn 2006), the LEADER-coordinators were faced 
with a lack of engagement techniques and tools to facilitate the dialogue with the 
local community. Moreover, the LEADER-coordinators indicated that they were 
not able to assess how their region was doing in comparison with other regions 




intuitive feeling that rural areas were changing but it was hard for them to 
position their region within that change. They contacted the researchers with a 
demand for scientific input in order to develop a vision for the future of the 
region on a scientific basis. They also explicitly wanted to involve a multitude of 
regional actors.  
The researchers decided to explore the possibilities of using the rural web, not 
only as an analytical tool, but also as a mobilizing tool that can actively engage 
actors to reflect on the development of their region. In the aforementioned 
publications, the rural web was composed by researchers or experts who made a 
diagnosis of the rural development processes, which was then communicated to 
regional actors. Very little has been written about the feasibility of getting 
regional actors themselves to work with the concept, of letting the regional 
actors make a self-assessment and design future development pathways. The 
objective of this chapter is thus to investigate whether (and how) the analytical 
tool of the rural web can enable regional stakeholders to make a self-assessment 
of current rural development and to develop future strategies for region-specific 
rural development. The second objective is to examine whether this self-
assessment generated new knowledge for regional stakeholders, and whether it 
can enable the regional stakeholders to get clear insights into their position 
relative to other rural regions and to set out future development strategies.  
 
6.2 METHODOLOGY 
In a process that aims for the creation of a shared vision on region-specific rural 
development, the active involvement of stakeholders from the start is 
indispensable. Therefore the research team decided to set up a participatory 
process from the very beginning of the assignment. A first question that needed 
to be tackled was who to include in the process. Usually, a stakeholder is defined 
as a person, organization or group, that is either affected by or may influence a 
problem or its solution (Hermans et al. 2011). Since it is impossible to reach the 
whole regional population (who all have a stake in region-specific rural 
development), stakeholders were chosen to represent a certain interest or 
segment of the population. The selected stakeholders were people with a 
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pronounced vision on region-specific rural development and who are active in 
regional development (organizations) or regional policy. However, the 
researchers also explicitly wanted to involve other people besides ‘the usual 
suspects’ and tried to reach people who had previously not been involved in any 
region-specific rural development processes.  
Secondly, a process was set up by the research team in order to investigate 
whether the rural web can be used by regional stakeholders for self-assessment 
and the development of future strategies for region-specific rural development. 
By using an inductive approach, the research team has used the rural web in 
dialogue with the LEADER-coordinators and other regional stakeholders. During 
this process, the concept rural web was used as a framework and a setting for 
the generation of knowledge. For the researchers this knowledge was mainly 
focused on how the rural web can be used in dialogue with regional stakeholders 
in order to enable them to make the self-assessment. The LEADER-coordinators 
and regional stakeholders gained knowledge on current and future region-
specific rural development strategies. The rural web was used and created in 
two case study regions in order to 1) collectively develop a diagnosis of the 
current state of rural development, 2) collectively develop future region-specific 
rural development strategies and 3) enable an exchange of knowledge between 
researchers, LEADER-coordinators and regional stakeholders.  
This methodology can be labeled as action research, as it seeks to bring together 
actions and reflections, theory and practice, academic and local knowledge, and 
participation (Reason and Bradbury 2001). It is a rigorous qualitative research 
process which aims at modifying the current situation being researched, based 
on a straightaway implementation of research findings and relying on the 
participation of the various local actors (Greenwood and Levin 1998). The 
researchers take up different roles during the emerging process: process 
manager, planner, data collector, facilitator, moderator, etc.  
A research approach was developed for the two case study regions, consisting of 
identical stages that could be adapted based on the specific needs of each region. 
This enabled a comparative analysis and broader exploration of the research 




Ardennen and Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde, are situated in the province of East 
Flanders (figure 6.1). 
 
Figure 6.1  Location of the case study regions 
 
The researchers used multiple sources of evidence such as semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups, regular updates from LEADER-coordinators, reports, 
legislative texts and policy documents (table 6.2). Since an inductive approach 
was chosen, the process was set up in different stages, involving different 
stakeholders, leading to the emerging process that will be described in the 
following sections. According to the specific objective of a given stage, several 
sources were used during that stage of the process (Cuéllar-Padilla and Calle-
Collado 2011). Furthermore the researchers had a reflexive attitude and 
continuously questioned the ongoing process. In order to get the necessary 
feedback and reflections, several stakeholders were formally and informally 
consulted throughout the process about their impressions and feelings with 
regards to the process.  
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Table 6.2  Process stages and methods 
STAGE  OBJECTIVE SOURCE OF EVIDENCE  
1 Development of sound research design Project meetings 
2 Data gathering Semi-structured interviews 
Document analysis 
3 Development of the rural web Coding  
Project meetings 
4 Using the web with regional stakeholders Focus groups 
Project meetings 
5 Update of the rural web  Coding  
Project meetings 
6 Formulation of recommendations Project meetings 
 
6.3 USING THE RURAL WEB IN DIALOGUE WITH REGIONAL 
STAKEHOLDERS  
In a permanent dialogue with the LEADER-coordinators, the researchers set up a 
process for drawing up a rural web for the regions, and they used it to develop a 
vision for the future development of the regions. Within the process different 
groups of actors were involved, with well-defined, predetermined assignments 
and objectives.  
This process is visualized in figure 6.2, in which each color stands for a specific 
meeting constellation. First of all there was a group of scientists. This group is 
represented in white and was responsible for the process management, data-
gathering and processing. The meetings of the scientists and the LEADER-
coordinators are shown in grey. As figure 6.2 indicates, the LEADER-
coordinators were consulted each step of the way. Finally, black represents the 
stakeholders, in which a larger group of regional actors was involved in order to 
reflect on their region and its future. Each circle mirrors a specific activity. The 
number in the circle refers to the specific stage of the process, as elaborated 
below. The capital characters indicate a specific activity. They are explained in 
the following paragraphs and summarized in the legend of the figure. Results 
from discussions with a certain group of people were always used in the next 




between these groups allowed for an intensive dialogue to emerge. In the next 
paragraphs the different stages within the process will be described in detail. 
 
 
Figure 6.2  Flowchart of the action research processes 
 
STAGE 1: ASSIGNMENT, EXPLORATION AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
In the first stage of the process, the assignment was thoroughly discussed with 
the LEADER-coordinators. The scientists elucidated on several current 
paradigms and concepts within rural development. Based on the assignment, an 
exploration (AE1) of possible research approaches was made. Finally, the idea 
rose to try to bring the analytical tool of the rural web into practice, by using it to 
start a dialogue with stakeholders on the future of their region. The concept of 
the rural web was entirely new for the LEADER-coordinators and this implied 
that in this first stage, a lot of attention was paid to the development of a 
common language among the scientists and the LEADER-coordinators. The next 
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step was then to define common goals and a sound research design (RD1) for the 
entire process.  
STAGE 2: DATA-GATHERING 
In the second stage of the process data needed to be gathered (DG2) that would 
allow the construction of the rural web for the regions. This entailed conducting 
semi-structured interviews with regional stakeholders and gathering and 
analyzing all documents related to issues important for region-specific rural 
development such as: policy, tourism, agriculture, nature conservation and 
landscape care, economics, etc. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 
order to guarantee a similar approach in both regions and between different 
interviewers. In total, 34 interviews (20 in Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde; 14 in 
Vlaamse Ardennen) were organized in the autumn of 2011. The respondents of 
the semi-structured interviews were representatives of regional development 
associations (with sociocultural, ecological or economic focus), policy actors and 
local inhabitants. The respondents were asked why they are involved in region-
specific rural development (associations), which regional characteristics need to 
be preserved or changed in their view and how they evaluate past and current 
region-specific rural development processes. All interviews were taped and 
transcribed literally. In addition, policy documents were collected. These 
documents were sourced from the province East Flanders (where both regions 
are situated), the municipalities and regional development organizations and the 
Local Action Groups, determining their position and policy measures on region-
specific policy and rural development policy.  
STAGE 3: COMPOSING THE WEB 
Once all the data had been gathered, the interviews were coded using Nvivo-
software. This analysis (A3) was performed by three researchers to allow data-
triangulation. As described by Milone and Ventura (2010), the extensive 
description of the study areas was first built up around the seven different types 
of capital: environmental, economic, human, cultural, social, institutional and 
symbolic capital. After a first phase of open coding (Strauss and Corbin 1998), 
the remaining concepts were analyzed and coded for the seven different capital 
types. The analysis took into account the dynamics of the seven forms of capital 




discussed (D31) with the LEADER-coordinators. Although valuable, they did not 
consider this analysis very renewing or inspiring. They regarded this description 
as an extended summary of the current situation of region-specific rural 
development in their region, and felt that they could have made the analysis by 
themselves, without the help of scientists. 
To take the analysis a step further, the team of researchers composed a rural 
web for each region. Following the method of Milone and Ventura (2010), the 
description based on the seven types of capital was interpreted in order to 
compose the rural web configuration, its dynamics and the mutual impact of the 
different dimensions. This second analysis (A32), based on sharing ideas and 
different points of view in the interpretation of the data, was necessary to be 
able to elaborate the two rural webs.  
Once again the results of the analysis were presented to and discussed with the 
LEADER-coordinators (D32). For every region, the research team presented the 
rural web, reporting on the current situation of each dimension and the 
synergies between the dimensions. The research team also provided the 
LEADER-coordinators with practical examples from their own region, so they 
could fully comprehend the different dimensions of the web and their 
interactions. During the presentations and discussions, the rural web was 
presented as a normative ideal type, implying that rural development takes place 
through the unfolding of the rural web along the six dimensions. This time their 
reaction was completely different than at the presentation of the different forms 
of territorial capital. They were very enthusiastic about the results, stating that 
the rural web offered them a very refreshing and new point of view on the 
region-specific rural development in their area. This perceived strength of the 
rural web in offering new insights was based on three aspects. First of all, the 
presentation of the rural web as a normative ideal type gave the LEADER-
coordinators a clear idea on what was missing in the rural development 
trajectories of their region. Second, the synergies between the dimensions 
uncovered links that were previously invisible to the LEADER-coordinators, and 
this proved to be very inspiring. Finally, the comparison of the analyses for the 
two regions provided them with new ideas on possibilities for future rural 
development. Despite being very enthusiastic about the rural web, the LEADER-
coordinators also found the concept of the rural web itself quite theoretical and 
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difficult. The research team experienced that giving practical examples of the 
own region was essential for the LEADER-coordinators to fully comprehend the 
analysis.  
STAGE 4: BRINGING THE WEB TO THE STAKEHOLDERS 
In the next phase of the research the objective was to start a dialogue on the 
future development of the region with a broad group of stakeholders. It was the 
scientists’ ambition to bring the rural web to the stakeholders, as they feared 
that the analysis based on the seven forms of capital would not be experienced 
as renewing or inspiring for the stakeholders, as had been the case for the 
LEADER-coordinators. Taking into account the remarks of the LEADER-
coordinators about the complexity of the dimensions, the research team faced 
the challenge of presenting the rural web in such a way that it would be 
comprehensible for all stakeholders. After extensive discussions among the 
researchers and the LEADER-coordinators, the researchers decided to try to 
translate the dimensions of the web into ‘common language’ (T4). While doing 
so, they were very well aware of the fact that this ‘translation’ inherently carried 
the risk that they would oversimplify the concept in such a way that it would lose 
its analytical strength. In order to ‘translate’ the dimensions of the rural web, 
each of the dimensions was visualized by a simple pictogram accompanied by a 
question explaining the dimension (table 6.3). These pictograms and the 
explanation were elaborated in close collaboration with the LEADER-
coordinators.  
Subsequently, the stakeholders were gathered in a focus group (16 participants 
in Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde; 18 in Vlaamse Ardennen) to discuss the future 
development of their region (FG4). Both focus groups were started by sketching 
the course of the process and the research design. Next, the results of the 
analysis were presented, based on the simplified definitions of the dimensions of 
the rural web (table 6.3). The researchers reported on the current situation of 
each dimension and the synergies between the dimensions and provided 
practical examples of the own region. The rural web was again presented as a 
normative ideal type, implying that rural development takes place through the 
unfolding of the rural web along the six dimensions. It was a deliberate choice of 




focus groups, and to omit the comparison with other regions. There were three 
reasons for doing this. First, the research team wanted to avoid that the 
participants would become biased, or would become inclined to copy 
development paths from other regions. Rural regions are very diverse and the 
rural development processes are also place-specific: an action or project that 
resulted in positive consequences for one region is not a directly transferable 
best-practice to other regions. Second, as proven in the meetings with the 
LEADER-coordinators, the presentation of the rural web of a region as a 
normative ideal type already enables the participants to make a diagnosis of 
ongoing rural development processes and to identify bottlenecks and missing 
factors. Third, the LEADER-coordinators already stated that the rural web was 
quite complex in itself, and the research team feared that adding the comparison 
would be an overload of information for the participants of the focus groups. 
Table 6.3  Translation of the dimensions into common language 
DIMENSION PICTOGRAM EXPLAINING QUESTION 
Endogeneity 
 









What are the different forms of cooperation? 
Novelty production 
 




How does the region control the markets? 
Sustainability 
 
Are current region-specific rural development 
processes sustainable?  
What about the role of agriculture? 
 
During an introductory plenary session, the participants were given ample 
opportunity to comment on the analysis. In the second part of the focus group 
the participants were first divided in two groups and asked to define possible 
future development paths for their region. A facilitator helped the participants 
construct a dynamic mind map on this subject. In the next step the participants 
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were again divided into four smaller groups and each group was assigned one of 
the previously defined development paths. Each group was asked to reflect on 
the meaning of that development path for the future region-specific rural 
development. The goal was that the participants should use the dimensions of 
the rural web to structure the discussion. Each group was assisted by a chairman 
who was familiar with the concept of the rural web. 
Although the participants made great efforts to comprehend the concept of the 
rural web, the discussions were often difficult and the presence of a chairman 
with background knowledge was indispensable. The research team had the 
impression that the stakeholders comprehended the dimensions and that they 
found it inspiring and refreshing when the dimensions were presented and 
explained with practical examples. However, when the stakeholders started 
discussion about future development paths, they did not really adopt the 
framework in their group discussions.  
STAGE 5: ANALYZING THE FOCUS GROUPS 
An extensive report (ER5) of the group discussions was made for every region 
and discussed in depth with the LEADER-coordinators (D5). These extensive 
reports were coded in NVivo, using the same codes as for the interviews. The 
new insights from the focus groups were used to refine the previously developed 
rural web dimensions and configurations. An important conclusion from the 
evaluation of the focus groups in both regions was that the rural web dimensions 
were too theoretical for the participants, who were not able to adopt the 
framework in their group discussions on the future development paths. For the 
LEADER-coordinators however, the value of the rural web and its dimensions 
was validated. After attending the focus groups and listening to the group 
discussions, they were even more convinced of the possibilities and inspiration 
the rural web can offer. The coordinators were acquainted with the rural web 
analyses for both regions and were able to compare the results. This comparison 
was valuable to them and offered more insight, both into the concept of the rural 
web and into new possibilities for rural development trajectories. They indicated 
that they needed the theoretical support given by the researchers at the different 




STAGE 6: REPORTING THE PROCESS 
After consultation with the LEADER-coordinators the research team decided to 
write a short and accessible summary instead of a long, scientific report 
describing the results of the different stages of the process. The LEADER-
coordinators were satisfied with the process and the knowledge they gained 
through the process, but they doubted that people would take up the message 
and conclusions if the report would extensively discuss the rural web 
dimensions. They preferred a practical translation of the research and its 
conclusions into a common language, understandable to all participants of the 
process and other interested regional stakeholders. It was their and the 
researchers’ opinion that by writing a short, accessible and practical report, it 
would be more likely that the report would actually be used by stakeholders, and 
in this way influence future region-specific rural development processes.  
The provisional report (PR6) contained a number of storylines that represented 
the challenges for future region-specific rural development in the region 
involved. Furthermore, it presented recommendations for future region-specific 
rural development trajectories based on the comparison by the research team of 
the rural webs of both regions, as well as of other (inter)national regions. The 
provisional report was first presented to and discussed (D61) with the LEADER-
coordinators, who made some suggestions for adjustments. After taking these 
into account, the report was then presented and discussed at a meeting of the 
Local Action Groups (D62), who came up with other suggestions and adjustments 
that were added in the final report (FR6).  
 
6.4 APPLYING THE RURAL WEB TO THE CASE STUDY REGIONS   
This section briefly describes the results of the two steps in the analysis and 
development of the rural web in the case study regions. First, every region is 
introduced by using the seven forms of capital. In a second step, the dimensions 
of the rural web and their interactions are discussed, as well as some of the new 
insights that the rural web analysis offered to the regional actors. Finally, there is 
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a short presentation of the different development trajectories that resulted from 
the action research process. 
 
6.4.1 Vlaamse Ardennen 
Vlaamse Ardennen has been recognized as a LEADER-area since 2008 and 
comprises 18 municipalities, covering an area of 575km², with a population 
density of 212 inhabitants/km². The environmental capital is characterized by 
unique landscape and natural qualities and the region is known for its typical, 
undulating landscape. Vlaamse Ardennen is very well known in the rest of 
Flanders because it is a popular destination for cycle tourists. The landscape is at 
the same time considered as the most important cultural heritage and much 
attention is paid to the preservation and conservation of this cultural capital. The 
economic and human capital has always been characterized by large numbers of 
commuters and since the fallback of the textiles industry, regional employment 
has been even more limited and commuting has increased further. The typical 
landscape offers potential for tourism development, but until recently, this has 
remained underexplored. As in other rural regions, agriculture remains 
relatively important, with typical mixed family farms. Many regional 
development organizations are active in the region, each with their own focus, 
vision and demarcation (institutional capital). The divergence in demarcations 
complicates integrated regional cooperation and weakens the social capital. 
Furthermore, the different regional development organizations don’t have a 
tradition of cooperation and there is no overarching common regional vision on 
future region-specific rural development in Vlaamse Ardennen. Although the 
name Vlaamse Ardennen is very well known inside and outside the region, there 
is no regional attachment among the residents, so the symbolic capital is low.  
Analysis of the empirical evidence indicates that the six dimensions of the rural 
web are not strongly developed. Although these dimensions seem to be 
interconnected, evidence shows that this doesn’t lead to an integrated rural 
development. The lack of social capital and institutional arrangements are the 
main weaknesses of the ongoing rural development processes. Although a large 




institutional framework that clusters the initiatives on a regional level. The 
different regional development organizations do not seem to find each other for 
cooperation. This lack of (willingness for) cooperation was also present among 
the different policy levels. All stakeholders involved in the research mentioned 
the lack of cooperation and social capital as a major weakness of the region. 
Because of the lack of new institutional arrangements and the low social capital, 
it is difficult to enhance the endogeneity of rural development processes, to 
initiate novelties or to control existing markets and/or to startup new markets. 
Although the typical landscape offers many opportunities for endogenous 
development trajectories, the regional stakeholders aren’t able to organize 
activities which the regional stakeholders themselves can control and which 
produce wealth flows back to the region. For example, the famous annual cycling 
contest the ‘Tour of Flanders’ is completely owned and organized by a national 
player and little or no return goes to the region and its entrepreneurs. However, 
the awareness of the importance of endogenous development is growing and 
during the research process, new ideas arose to strengthen the endogeneity of 
current region-specific rural development initiatives. One of these ideas was to 
organize a ‘slow tour of Flanders’, providing several stops for refreshments and 
recreation, for tourists and their families. Until now, little or no attention has 
been paid to the control and strengthening of existing markets and the 
construction of markets seems to be still far away. The idea of expanding tourism 
as a market for the landscape has been launched and some small first steps have 
already been taken. Also the dimension novelties remains blank in Vlaamse 
Ardennen. Until today, the region didn’t develop any region-specific, typical 
innovative ways to manage their territorial capital. There is again an increasing 
awareness that it is necessary to look for novelties. Considering the sustainability 
dimension, the focus of the majority of the regional stakeholders is on the 
ecological aspects of sustainability. There is a strong awareness of the 
importance of the environmental capital and its preservation. So far, the main 
agricultural paradigm in the region is the productivist paradigm, but the 
intention to focus on multifunctional activities and other new roles for 
agriculture is gaining momentum. The rural web analysis helped the 
stakeholders to see linkages where they had not seen them before. The idea is 
growing to develop the Vlaamse Ardennen as a region specialized in the 
provision of care. This ideas stems from the fact that they have a very specialized 
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knowledge and expertise in care and medical issues. By seeing the web they 
suddenly realized that there would be a lot of potential in linking care to other 
strong sectors in the regions such as agriculture or tourism. Another eye-opener 
for them was the idea of using their environmental capital, in the form of a 
magnificent landscape, in combination with care facilities.   
Based on the analysis of the region using the rural web and the accompanying 
focus groups, the regional actors defined three main development trajectories. 
These development trajectories were the result of the aforementioned process. 
The main objective of the action research process was the development of new 
region-specific rural development trajectories. At the end of this process, 
however, there was no consensus on which development trajectory/trajectories 
would eventually be chosen. A first development trajectory that emerged was 
the idea of better managing and exploiting the natural qualities of the region. 
Projects could be set up to search for auto-financing mechanisms for landscape 
care and management. These were inspired by examples in the Netherlands such 
as the landscape auction, regional accounts, … A second major trajectory for the 
region could be to develop the region as a ‘care-region’ in which the medical 
expertise could be further elaborated and applied in a creative way. Examples of 
such initiatives could be to use the unique landscape setting in recovery 
programs, to look for cooperation with farmers, etc. Finally, a third trajectory 
concentrated on exploiting tourism in an innovative way, by combining it with 
both the landscape and care trajectory and by searching for possibilities that 
could strengthen the tourist sector as well as landscape preservation and care 
initiatives.  
 
6.4.2 Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde 
Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde is a LEADER-area since 2008 and consists of two 
separate regions that were merged together. The LEADER-area comprises 15 
municipalities, covering a surface of 648km², with a population density of 202 
inhabitants/km². The merger of these two regions was made by the Province 
East Flanders, in order to enable as many municipalities as possible to benefit 




similarities, the regional context is quite different, as are their region-specific 
rural development trajectories. Therefore, the results of the research process 
will be discussed separately for both regions. 
Meetjesland is a region of 13 municipalities and has received European support 
for rural development since 1995, as it was considered as a lagging area. Only 8 
of the 13 municipalities are included in the current LEADER-demarcation. 
Meetjesland is the rural area in between the cities of Ghent and Bruges, with a 
typical flat landscape, where coves are alternated by small woods (environmental 
capital). Landscape is the most important cultural heritage, besides which there 
are few other opportunities (cultural capital). Like Vlaamse Ardennen, 
Meetjesland depends on the surrounding cities for employment. Tourism is a 
growing sector and the local food industry is one of the main employers in the 
region. Agriculture is relatively important, with quite a few multifunctional 
farms (economic and human capital). Since the 1990s, a growing number of 
regional development organizations are active in the region (institutional 
capital). They have a tradition of cooperation (social capital) and have developed 
a regional vision, setting priorities for future region-specific rural development. 
One of these priorities was the development of a regional brand, supporting the 
regional vision and enhancing both regional attachment and external recognition 
of the region, which is not so well known in the rest of Flanders (symbolic 
capital). 
Analysis of all data resulted in the observation that Meetjesland disposes of a 
well-established and strong rural web. The dimensions endogeneity and 
sustainability can be considered as initiators of the rural web. Region-specific 
rural development in Meetjesland is strongly focused on endogeneity and how 
especially the environmental and cultural capital can be preserved and valorized. 
The regional stakeholders try to (re)gain control over, and implement their 
regional vision on the preservation and development of open space and typical 
landscapes. Furthermore, the regional stakeholders look for different ways to 
strengthen other forms of territorial capital as well, for example by setting up a 
regional institution for region-specific rural development. In Meetjesland, 
endogeneity is strongly linked to the ecological aspects of sustainability. 
Meetjesland mainly focuses on the preservation and conservation of open space 
and landscapes. Economic and social sustainability seem to be less important. 
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Both the modernization and multifunctional agricultural paradigm can be found 
in Meetjesland and the regional stakeholders consider it very important to keep 
on looking for new roles and functions for agriculture in region-specific rural 
development. The dimensions endogeneity and sustainability are further 
strengthened by a well-established social capital and the development of new 
institutional arrangements, who act as lubricants of the rural web in 
Meetjesland. Considering the dimension new institutional arrangements, the 
regional stakeholders were collaborating at the time of the research in order to 
develop a new institutional arrangement, Streeknetwerk Meetjesland. This 
regional institution would bundle 15 regional development organizations and 
the 13 municipalities of Meetjesland and would be a region-specific institutional 
arrangement, tailored to regional challenges and needs. Because of the strong 
growth of the number of regional development organizations during the last two 
decades, there was also a growing risk for overlap between activities, and an 
increased mutual competition for available budgets. The municipalities as well 
as the regional development organizations expressed a need for simplification, 
efficacy and efficiency. This dimension is strongly connected to the social capital 
in the region. There are several cooperation mechanisms between municipalities 
and regional associations and there is a long tradition of cooperation in the 
region. This has positively influenced the evolution towards an efficient regional 
institutional arrangement for region-specific rural development. The outcomes 
of the rural web can be found in the dimensions novelties, governance of 
markets and sustainability. The region Meetjesland has so far produced two 
major novelties: the regional institution Streeknetwerk Meetjesland and the 
regional brand. Meetjesland was the first region in Flanders to set up a regional 
brand and is still a pioneer in the way how they try to use the regional brand to 
enhance regional attachment among residents. The last decade the regional 
stakeholders have started to explore the market of tourism as a way to valorize 
the open space and the typical regional landscapes, resulting in a growth in 
tourist arrangements and possibilities. The rural web analysis confirmed the 
latent opinion among the regional stakeholders that in order to assure and 
reinforce the endogeneity of the ongoing rural development processes, it is 
necessary to have a new institutional organization and a strong social capital. 
For them the rural web was a very strong confirmation of the intuitive feeling 




on the synergies between the different dimensions. In other words the rural web 
gave them the language they very much needed to explain and justify their need 
to create a new institutional organization. 
The actors of Meetjesland used the analysis of the rural web to define future 
development trajectories. Like in Vlaamse Ardennen, there was no clear 
consensus yet on the future local development strategy, nor on which 
development trajectory/trajectories would be chosen. The first path focuses on 
finding new ways to preserve open space, amongst others through innovative 
alternative financing mechanisms for open space. A second trajectory is to 
strengthen the relationship between the food industry and the region. The 
objective is to find ways to anchor the food industry in the region for example by 
including them in the regional branding initiative. In a third trajectory the local 
actors want to exploit the proximity of some large cities such as Ghent and 
Bruges. This offers possibilities with regards to tourism and marketing of locally 
produced food. Finally a fourth trajectory emphasizes the importance of 
cooperation. In this context the project of Streeknetwerk Meetjesland is an 
important issue. If they succeed in developing a successful institutional 
arrangement specifically tailored to the needs of their region, then this would be 
unique in Flanders. The argument is that this form of cooperation would give 
them a comparative advantage over other Flemish regions. 
Leie&Schelde is a region just south of Ghent, consisting of 6 municipalities. The 
region Leie&Schelde was not formally established or recognized before the set-
up of the LEADER-area. All these municipalities are also part of the LEADER-
area. The name refers to the two rivers that flow through the region and that 
form the most important environmental capital. These rivers have both economic 
and recreational functions and there’s a constant search for a delicate balance of 
these two functions. The economic opportunities of the river are well-exploited, 
which has led to a better socio-economic situation when compared to the 
Meetjesland region (economic and human capital). The other regional cultural 
capital consists of the heritage of the old industries along the river and the 
presence of quite a few artists in the region. This combination of cultural 
heritage offers opportunities for tourist development. A limited number of 
regional development organizations are active in the region. However, none of 
these organizations include all 6 municipalities in their working area. In 2010, 
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the first regional institution that specifically targets the six Leie&Schelde 
municipalities was initiated (institutional capital). The cooperation in this 
regional development association is very difficult, because of the different 
demarcations and the lack of interest of the municipalities. The municipalities all 
have sufficient means of their own, and there is little affinity among them, which 
lowers the need for cooperation (social capital). The name Leie&Schelde is not 
known outside the region, neither is there a sense of regional attachment inside 
the region (symbolic capital).   
The regional cooperation has only started on a very small scale in 2010. The lack 
of empirical evidence combined with the lack of willingness to cooperate among 
the regional stakeholders, prohibited the researchers from describing a rural 
web for the Leie-Schelde region. Whether or not this will be possible in the 
future will depend on the future cooperation between the regional stakeholders 
and their commitment to the further development of the region.  
For this region it also appeared to be more difficult to define future development 
trajectories. Some ideas were put forward, but there was no real consensus on 
the direction the region should be steered towards. Some actors stressed the 
need for a regional identity, while others indicated that a strong identity is not a 
guarantee for success. Some focused on the need for a good regional cooperation 
that is embodied by a regional institution, but an equal amount of others did not 
see an added value in such a regional institution. As a result we were not able to 
define development trajectories for the Leie&Schelde region. 
 
6.5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
The first objective of this chapter was to assess whether stakeholders can make a 
self-assessment of current region-specific rural development and whether they 
can develop future region-specific rural development strategies using the rural 
web. For this purpose, an action research process was set up.  
Our analysis has indicated that the rural web can indeed enable regional 
stakeholders to make a self-assessment, and to develop future region-specific 




the initiation of a process of regional learning. This implies a long-term process 
in different stages, involving the regional stakeholders in every stage in order to 
get familiar with the rural web, its dimensions and functions. This was the case 
for the LEADER-coordinators, for whom the process has been a learning 
experience, giving new and inspiring insights in every stage. These processes of 
regional learning however differed from case to case: in the case of Vlaamse 
Ardennen, little or no bond existed between the regional stakeholders. But the 
action research was able to initiate a successful regional learning process in 
which regional actors engaged in collaboration and coordination for mutual 
benefit (Rutten and Boekema 2007). On the contrary, in the Meetjesland, Leie & 
Schelde region a divide between the two major areas (Meetjesland on the one 
hand and Leie&Schelde on the other hand) complicated the envisioned regional 
learning process. The action research revealed a considerable difference in pace 
between the two areas, which were brought together in a rather artificial 
manner (because of LEADER-funding directives). Regional actors of Meetjesland 
could build on a long-established region-specific rural development process, 
which facilitated, stimulated and reinforced regional learning, whereas their 
counterparts of Leie&Schelde could not build on such previous experience and 
lacked the willingness to invest in collaboration. Returning to Wellbrock et al. 
(2012) we can state that the presence of all three characteristics of regional 
learning simultaneously (initiatives taken by the regional actors themselves, a 
supportive attitude of the public administrations and facilitation by knowledge 
support structures) is indispensable for a successful process. In all three areas 
the support by the public administration and the scientific support given by the 
Social Sciences Unit (ILVO) was identical. The Leie&Schelde area lacked 
development initiatives by regional actors, preventing a successful regional 
learning process. Additionally this difference in pace between Leie&Schelde and 
Meetjesland inhibited the formation of a unified LEADER-region, and 
complicated the research as well as the region-specific rural development 
process.  
Although setting up a regional learning process is indispensable, this alone 
cannot guarantee a successful regional self-assessment and strategy 
development. Based on our comparative analysis of the cases, we were able to 
distinguish three additional elements that proved to be essential for using the 
rural web in this context. First, the rural web needs to be operationalized in 
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order to be used in regional learning processes. This can be done by translating 
the concept into a common language, in such a way that it is comprehensible for 
all stakeholders. The theoretical concept is too complex to be used by regional 
stakeholders. The rural web and its dimensions need to be translated into a 
common, shared language which provides a neutral starting point that the 
diverse stakeholders can all agree on (Hermans et al. 2011). Furthermore, the 
rural web dimensions must be made more tangible to the stakeholders. The 
researchers tried to do this by continuously using practical examples from the 
regions involved. This embedding of the rural web in the local context, in 
combination with the use of pictograms and accompanying questions, allowed 
the common language to emerge. Another step in the operationalization of the 
rural web is the presentation of the rural web as a normative ideal type, which 
provides the regional stakeholders with new insights on what is missing in the 
regional rural development trajectories. 
Secondly, the researchers have multiple, vitally important roles in the process. 
The researchers elucidated on several current paradigms and concepts within 
rural development, thereby giving scientific and objective input to the 
stakeholders. Besides ensuring data gathering and analysis the researchers also 
played an important role in facilitating the different stages of the process. Taking 
this role away from local public authorities avoided a too strong top-down 
approach (Gedikli 2009), and dissociated the stakes and interests of the 
facilitators from these of the stakeholders. Furthermore, the researchers 
stimulated regional reflexivity as they kept a balance between stringent guidance 
of the process on the one hand, and room for reflection on the other hand. This 
regional reflexivity is widely seen as a key to enhancing an inclusive, place-based 
development in rural areas across Europe (Wellbrock et al. 2012). Therefore, the 
role of social scientists seems crucial in successful use of the rural web in 
dialogue with regional stakeholders.  
Finally, it is important to take into account that the rural web and its dimensions 
cannot be used as a communication tool. Instead, the rural web is a structuring 
method that enables regional stakeholders to reflect on current and future 
region-specific rural development trajectories. To communicate the results and 




and concrete recommendations, referring to practical examples, instead of 
writing a report based on a rural web structure.  
The second objective of the chapter was to examine whether the self-assessment 
generated new knowledge for regional stakeholders, whether it can enable the 
regional stakeholders to get clear insights into their position relative to other 
rural regions, and whether or not it allows setting out future development 
trajectories. Although the authors strongly believe that using the rural web in a 
dialogue with stakeholders has an important added value, the case studies 
illustrate that the rural web offers different possibilities depending on the 
development phase of the region. While in Vlaamse Ardennen there was little or 
no empirical evidence for the dimensions of the rural web, the brainstorming 
about the dimensions was inspiring and offered new ideas for future region-
specific rural development. The rural web analysis helped the stakeholders to 
identify missing links in their region-specific rural development processes. More 
specifically, the importance of the synergies of the rural web dimensions 
emphasized the need for more cooperation and institutional organization in 
order to develop tourism and care provision. In Meetjesland on the other hand, 
there already was an unfolding rural web, resulting in quite strong rural 
development processes. There, the rural web could really fulfill its function as a 
tool for diagnosis of rural development processes. The rural web gave the 
stakeholders a new vocabulary to name the different aspects which they 
considered to be important in the current region-specific rural development 
processes, without having appropriate terms for it. The analysis also confirmed 
that their intuitive need for a regional institution that would strengthen the 
endogeneity and reinforce the social capital, was a good initiative to stimulate 
region-specific rural development. In Leie&Schelde there was only a limited 
willingness to cooperate. Bringing in the rural web could not overcome this 
unwillingness, and indeed, it is questionable whether any other tool could have 
obtained such an effect. This indicates that the objectives of using the rural web 
in a dialogue with stakeholders should be adjusted to the duration of the 
cooperation and the intensity of the social fabric (Marsden et al. 1993, Rogge and 
Dessein 2013) within the region.   
In the focus groups the rural web analysis was limited to the respective region. 
Presenting the rural web as a normative ideal type enabled the regional 
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stakeholders to identify the missing links in the ongoing rural development 
trajectories. The action research process has shown that the rural web can stand 
alone and that the comparison with other regions is not necessary for the 
regional stakeholders to be able to gain new knowledge or ideas about future 
region-specific rural development trajectories. The comparative aspect of the 
rural web methodology was, however, useful for the LEADER-coordinators, who 
were involved in every step of the process and could compare both regions. 
While taking into account the difference in development phase, the comparison 
of all the results of the rural web analyses gave them new insights and ideas on 
future region-specific rural development possibilities. Furthermore, the 
importance of the synergies between the different dimensions helped them to 
uncover links between different development aspects that were previously 
invisible to them. 
As Hermans et al. (2011) indicate, the effectiveness of a multi-stakeholder 
process can be related to its outputs and outcomes. While the former consist of 
the analysis and recommendations formulated in reports and documents, the 
latter refer to less tangible but more enduring changes within the social fabric. In 
both regions the sharing of experiences and knowledge provided opportunities 
for reflection and allowed the pooling of ideas and drafting of joint proposals. 
This was not only valid for the LEADER-coordinators, but also for other regional 
stakeholders who were involved in the process. Their participation in the 
process and the results from their discussions and reflections on the rural web 
provided them with new information and insights for future region-specific rural 
development. Furthermore, the regional stakeholders realized the importance of 
cooperation in rural development and started acting upon this. Shortly after the 
termination of the action research process, and even before the final report was 
distributed, there were already initiatives by regional stakeholders to start up 
new projects based on ideas that arose during the research process. This 
outcome not only depends on the quality of the process, but also on the presence 
of individuals who can act as catalysts of development (Messely et al. 2012) or as 
hinges between different policy levels, stakeholders and representatives of the 
institutional environment. While there is no proof that the outcomes of the 
research process are the only driving forces of these newly launched initiatives, 
the analysis still indicates that the research process has provided all involved 




and ideas for future development strategies. Another outcome of the action 
research process is that the regional stakeholders have chosen to continue down 
the road of the new rural paradigm. They did not choose to focus solely on 
agricultural development, on specialization, intensification and economies of 
scale. Instead, influenced by the use of the rural web as a normative ideal type, 
they have chosen to focus on rural development in its plurality of actors and 
functions. 
Although the rural web has been extensively described in previous research and 
its analytical strength has been proven on several occasions (Horlings and 
Marsden 2012, Marsden, 2010, Milone and Ventura 2010, Milone et al. 2010, van 
der Ploeg and Marsden 2008), we believe that we succeeded in adding an 
innovative applicability of the rural web. More specifically, it can be used as an 
engagement technique (Buchecker et al. 2003, Glover et al. 2008, Golobič and 
Marušič 2007, Renn 2006), to facilitate the dialogue with the local community. 
We have found that it lives up to the expectation of enriching the dialogue with 
regional actors. Furthermore, it enabled local actors to assess the state of their 





















CHAPTER 7 – CONCLUSIONS 
This final chapter looks back on the research and formulates general 
conclusions. We start by recalling the research objectives and the four major 
research questions that were proposed in the first chapter. We explain how each 
of the questions was handled in the course of our research and we formulate the 
answers to each of these questions. Subsequently, we finish with some policy 
recommendations and topics for future research. 
 
7.1 RECALLING THE RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
This dissertation had two major objectives. First of all, we wanted to explore 
region-specific rural development processes in Flanders and the interaction of 
policy and regional actors in these processes. Our second objective was to 
investigate the role of actors in processes of region formation and region-specific 
rural development. 
We have operationalized these objectives through four research questions: 
RQ1: How do policy and regional actors interact in processes of region-
specific rural development?  
RQ2: Shaping the region - How do regional actors shape their region? 
RQ3: Developing the region - How do regional actors brand their region? 
RQ4: Envisioning the region - How can regional actors be involved in the 
development of future strategies for region-specific rural development? 
In this final chapter we explain how each of these research questions has been 
addressed in this dissertation. We have combined and integrated analyses and 
results of all chapters in order to answer the research questions. Table 7.1 gives 




2 are missing in this overview. Although we needed these chapters to get a full 
understanding of the context of our research, namely the increasing attention in 
society, policy and science for region-specific rural development, they do not 
contribute directly to answering the above mentioned research questions. These 
chapters are to be seen as introductory chapters, that are important to set the 
scene and to put the research and the results of this dissertation in a broader 
perspective. 
Table 7.1  Overview of the research questions and the chapters in which they are handled 
                                                                                                           CHAPTERS 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 3 4 5 6 
RQ1: How do policy and regional actors interact in processes of 























RQ4: How can regional actors be involved in the development 
of future strategies for region-specific rural development? 
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In the next paragraphs we will discuss how we have addressed each of these 
questions separately.  
 
7.2 HOW DO POLICY AND REGIONAL ACTORS INTERACT IN REGION-
SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROCESSES ? 
In all four case study regions there’s an increasing attention for region-specific 
rural development. We have analyzed the stances of regional stakeholders and 
different policy levels involved in region-specific rural development, as well as 
their mutual interaction in these processes. We start this section with an 
elaboration of the opinions of  regional stakeholders on region-specific rural 
development, followed by a discussion of how the different policy levels 
influence the regional rural development trajectories.  Finally, we discuss how 




7.2.1 Regional stakeholders 
A first conclusion is that the stakeholders involved in region-specific rural 
development in all the regions, have a very similar profile. When looking for a 
wide range of actors involved in region-specific rural development, it seems that 
the same kind of people can be found in every region. This leads to similar 
constellations of rural development actors in each region. On the one hand there 
are the sectoral representatives of regional development organizations, such as 
economic development associations, tourist boards, nature development 
associations, farmers’ unions, socio-cultural organizations, etc. On the other hand 
there are also ‘regional developers’ whose task is to organize and implement 
integrated region-specific rural development. In each region we have seen that 
the former strive for and defend the stakes of the sector and actors they 
represent, while the latter try to integrate different stakes and interests in order 
to organize an integrated, multi-sectoral development. In all regions this leads to 
discussions and arguments on the preferred direction of region-specific rural 
development. 
Second, the stakeholders involved in our research all indicated several themes 
which they found important for the development of their region. Although the 
themes were rather numerous and diverse, we could easily distinguish four 
broad themes that are crucial for the future rural development of the case 
studies. What is striking, is that these themes appeared to be the same for all the 
four case study regions. Respondents of Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse 
Ardennen and Westhoek all indicated the following themes as key themes for 
future rural development in their region: 1) open space and landscape, 2) 
tourism and heritage, 3) regional identity and regional brand, and 4) livability 
and mobility. We have extensively discussed and compared these themes and 
their relevance for future rural development in the four case studies. Our 
comparison indicated that for these four themes, actually a lot of resemblances 
and similar discussions on development prevailed in all regions. For example, 
stakeholders of all the four case studies are convinced that their region is the 
region with the most amount of open space and that this open space is very 
unique in the context of an urbanized and densely populated Flanders. They 
think that this distinguishes their region from others and that the preservation of 




areas it is very difficult to find the delicate balance between conservation and 
development of the open space. Also for the other three themes, similar 
discussions were indicated by the stakeholders of all case study regions. The fact 
that the same kind of actors refer to similar themes as crucial for future rural 
development, might not come as a complete surprise. It seems quite logic that 
similar constellations of rural development actors in each region lead to similar 
discussions on the future direction of region-specific rural development. 
Next to these similarities however, our analyses have indicated that regional 
stakeholders are crucial in “making a difference” in the processes of region-
specific rural development. It seems that the potential for region-specific rural 
development is related rather to actors than to regions with their variety of 
assets. All regions dispose of similar regional assets in the form of beautiful 
landscapes, open space, authentic rural villages and heritage, etc. It is the 
presence of and interaction between regional stakeholders and policy that makes 
a difference. It is because of divergent initiatives by regional actors and different 
configurations of stakeholders with different articulations of their stakes and 
rural development themes, that there are differences between the case study 
regions. The presence of individual stakeholders, acting as catalysts in the 
processes of region formation and rural development, is indispensable for 
region-specific rural development. Their commitment, input and energy has 
proven to be crucial in the processes of shaping, developing and envisioning the 
case study regions. In sections 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5 we will go more into detail on the 
roles of actors in shaping, developing and envisioning their regions.  
The following section discusses the influence of the different policy levels on the 





7.2.2 Policy  
As was discussed in the previous chapters, there are several policy levels 
involved in region-specific rural development in Flanders. From the European 
Union to municipalities, all levels have an influence on the processes of region-
specific rural development in the studied regions, to a greater or lesser extent. 
We will start this elaboration on policy at the top level, namely the European 
Union, and then we descend to the lower levels: Flanders, provinces and 
municipalities. 
EUROPEAN UNION  
The European Union has a major influence on region-specific rural development 
in Flanders, since it provides the framework of the Common Agricultural Policy, 
according to which all Member States have to prepare their national strategy 
plans for rural development and through which subsidies for rural development 
can be obtained. The CAP prescribes three axes along which rural development 
has to be organized in all member states, focusing on improving the 
competitiveness (axis 1), the environment (axis 2) and the quality of life of rural 
areas (axis 3). The fourth axis is dedicated to the LEADER-method, which is a 
method of mobilizing and delivering rural development in local rural 
communities, focusing on helping rural actors to strengthen the development 
potential of their region in an innovative way. This framework of four axes is 
obligatory for all Member States of the European Union in order to receive 
subsidies and because of this, it has a major influence on region-specific rural 
development in Flanders.  
What could be noticed in all case study regions, is that the LEADER-criteria for 
the demarcation of the territory that can receive funding, sometimes undermine 
ongoing and already existing regional partnerships and cooperation. In 
Westhoek and Meetjesland, for example, some municipalities are not integrated 
in the LAG, because of non-compliance with the LEADER-criteria. These criteria 
are set according to European standards, which sometimes are not suitable for 
the peri-urban context of an urbanized and densely populated Flanders. As a 
consequence, not all municipalities and regional stakeholders that are used to 




On the other hand, the case studies have shown that LEADER has boosted 
processes of region-specific rural development and regional dynamics (Buller 
2000). Sometimes it is exactly the availability of LEADER-funding that is an 
important trigger for starting up cooperation for region-specific rural 
development. This is the case in Pajottenland and Vlaamse Ardennen, where the 
installation of a LAG is the first step towards region-specific rural development. 
Also in these two regions the local development strategy of LEADER is the only 
possible integrated multi-sectoral strategy for rural development. This means 
that for some regions in Flanders, LEADER is the only forum where this kind of 
strategies can be developed. By providing a framework for region-specific rural 
development and the elaboration of an integrated, multi-sectoral local 
development strategy, LEADER has positively influenced the processes of 
institutionalization and region-specific rural development in these regions. 
FLANDERS  
As was demonstrated throughout our research, the Flemish government also has 
a major influence on the studied processes of region-specific rural development. 
In its Program Document for Rural Development, the Flemish government has 
implemented the four axes of the CAP. Through the Program Document for Rural 
Development the Flemish government determines which measures receive 
funding for rural development. Our analyses have shown that the Flemish rural 
development policy is agri-centric, with the majority of the means for rural 
development captured by agriculture. For the period between 2007 until 2013, 
more than 65% of the Flemish rural development budget is used for the 
development of the agricultural sector (see chapter 3). Although Flanders has 
adopted the European objectives for rural development, the Flemish government 
seems to have replaced the rhetoric of broad, integrated rural development by a 
pragmatic view that the rural development regulation, as part of the CAP, 
remains primarily a structural adjustment policy for agriculture (Dwyer et al. 
2002, Shucksmith 2010). As in other countries, this is not least due to the fact 
that the funds are administered by government offices traditionally linked to 
agriculture, so that the policy framing is heavily influenced by existing alliances, 
networks and normative understandings (Darnhofer et al. 2013, Shortall 2013). 
The area-based, bottom-up and integrated rural development activities in 




“region-specific rural development” program combines measures of axis 3 on 
quality of life with the LEADER-method of axis 4. The Flemish government has 
set out five objectives to which the region-specific rural development projects 
have to respond in order to receive subsidies. The analysis of the development 
strategies set out by the regional stakeholders in the case studies, showed that 
stakeholders in all regions have determined similar development strategies and 
that these strategies are closely linked to the objectives for rural development as 
formulated by the Flemish government. It seems logic that all regions will adopt 
the Flemish objectives, because this way they are assured of budget. However, 
when all regions implement more or less the same strategies, the intention of the 
Flemish government to enable region-specific rural development is not fully 
achieved. By fixing a limited amount of objectives and measures that are eligible 
for funding, Flanders strongly influences and limits the possible development 
strategies in the case study regions. The predefined determination of a fixed 
number of objectives conflicts with the main goal of LEADER, which is supposed 
to be a method to mobilize and deliver rural development and not to prescribe a 
fixed set of measures.  
PROVINCES  
Regional actors are very much steered by the European and Flemish policy, but 
also the respective provincial governments have an influence on the region-
specific rural development trajectories. All the case study regions are affected in 
the same way by the European and Flemish rural development policy. The 
differences that influence region-specific rural development are mainly at the 
provincial level. These differences can not so much be explained by differences in 
the provincial policy, but rather by differences in the provincial organization for 
rural development. First of all, the provinces influence regional stakeholders 
through the degree of decentralization of provincial authorities. In our research, 
West Flanders is the only province that has decentralized a large number of 
policy domains to the regional level. West-Flanders has transferred a number of 
authorities (related to agricultural, tourist, environmental, economic, cultural 
and social regional development) to the regional level by installing a department 
for region-specific policy. West Flanders is divided into 4 regions, who each have 
a Regional Working Group, responsible for designing and implementing region-




social domains, adjusted to the regional context. These Regional Working Groups 
are regional governance structures where regional stakeholders of different 
backgrounds as well as the municipalities and the provincial administration are 
represented. The province has installed this department for region-specific 
policy as a response to the many demands by regional actors for more autonomy 
for the regional level. These Regional Working Groups enable the development of 
an integrated multi-sectoral vision on region-specific rural development. In the 
provinces East Flanders and Flemish Brabant, all policy is centralized within the 
provincial administration and there is no region-specific policy department.  
Besides the degree of decentralization, some provinces also influence the 
decisions of regional stakeholders by interfering and dominating decisions on 
the regional level. Off all four case studies, especially the province East Flanders 
has dominated regional stakeholders by demanding the post of president of both 
LAGs. This way, the province can always influence decisions of the LAG. In 
Pajottenland, located in Flemish Brabant, the provincial interference is 
extremely low. This is mostly due to the attitude of regional stakeholders of 
Pajottenland, who insisted on their independence and who have kept the 
province at a distance as much as possible. 
The combination of our analyses suggests that the governance model in the 
province West-Flanders, with a structure of regional working groups and little 
provincial interference leads to better results in the processes of region-specific 
rural development.  As will be discussed in sections 7.3 and 7.4, our analyses 
have shown that the presence of a regional governance structure enables and 
stimulates regional cooperation and positively affects region formation 
processes as well as the selections for the regional branding projects. 
MUNICIPALITIES 
The municipalities are the lowest policy level involved in region-specific rural 
development. Municipalities are responsible for the daily implementation at the 
local level of the policies and regulations set out by the Flemish government and 
the province. They have authority to organize and implement policy for security, 
civil affairs, ground-based matters, welfare, leisure and recreation, and economic 
matters. The main tasks of the municipalities are executing the practical 




responsibilities, also in region-specific rural development, but often they lack the 
means and skilled staff to govern and implement all these activities. Several 
respondents, both regional stakeholders and policy actors, indicated that the 
municipal level might not always be the appropriate level to tackle problems or 
seize opportunities related to the themes relevant for region-specific rural 
development. They indicated that the regional level sometimes is a more 
appropriate level.  
The following section focuses on how the regional stakeholders and the different 
policy levels interact in the processes of region-specific rural development.  
 
7.2.3 Interaction stakeholders and policy 
REGIONAL LEVEL AS OPERATIONAL INTERFACE  
As has been demonstrated in all previous chapters, it is at the regional level, 
intermediate between provinces (NUTS 2) and municipalities (LAU 2), that top-
down and bottom-up initiatives meet. In other words, the region emerges as an 
operational interface between established public administrative levels to enable 
better coordination and implementation of top-down policies and to enhance 
and create institutional space for bottom-up, place-based strategies (Roep et al. 
forthcoming, Wellbrock 2013, Wellbrock et al. 2013). Municipalities are often 
considered to be too small in surface or lack the means and skilled staff to do 
this. At the same time, the (surfaces of the) provinces are considered too big and 
too diverse to organize this kind of development. The intermediate, regional 
level appears to be the appropriate level to implement region-specific rural 
development on open space and landscape, tourism and heritage, regional 
identity and regional brand, and livability and mobility. In an essentialist view, 
regions are often interpreted as a stable, historical unit, a result of the 
interaction between nature and culture. Our study has shown that regions can 
also be seen as dynamic, social constructs, (re)produced and constructed by a 
diverse range of actors and processes. The formation of these regions and the 
cooperation of actors and policy on this level is often for practical or political 
reasons, because it is convenient to organize place-based rural development on 




actors and policy pay more attention to the creation of identities and brands for 
these regions, as a means to increase the regional attachment of residents and to 
attract people to the region. 
TOP-DOWN VERSUS BOTTOM-UP 
Overall, we can conclude that the interaction between policy and regional 
stakeholders is dominated by a top-down approach by the Flemish and 
provincial governments. It seems that the Flemish government as well as the 
majority of the provincial governments (with exception of West Flanders) prefer 
a steering and controlling role in region-specific rural development. They haven’t 
taken up their new roles of enablers and supporters of rural development 
(Shucksmith 2010). They interfere at the regional level and want to maintain 
control over what happens in regions. In that respect, the Flemish and provincial 
governments don’t succeed in their objective to enable region-specific rural 
development as they are ‘stuck’ in their roles of steering, planning and 
controlling development. This lack of real region-specific rural development 
policy leads to similar development strategies in all case study regions, which is 
in contrast with the core idea of place-based development. The action research 
we conducted in Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen, starting from the regional 
context and in close cooperation with and participation of regional stakeholders 
and policy, has resulted in different strategies than the ones formulated in the 
local development strategies. These strategies were quite different for the two 
regions and also contributed to the reinforcement of competitiveness, 
environment and quality of life of the regions. This leads to the conclusion that 
there still is some kind of mismatch between the objectives of region-specific 
rural development policy and the practical implementation of this policy in 
Flanders. There’s a clear difference in the interpretations by regional actors and 
the Flemish and provincial governments of what region-specific rural 
development entails and how it should be organized and implemented.   
This top-down dominance by Flemish and provincial governments doesn’t mean 
that the regional stakeholders in the case study areas are entirely passive. As the 
cases of Meetjesland, Pajottenland and Westhoek have demonstrated, there are 
opportunities for regional actors to resist and negotiate the Flemish and 
provincial policy. In Meetjesland, this negotiation and agency has resulted in the 




regional actors and municipalities. In Pajottenland, the resistance by regional 
actors against provincial interference has resulted in some degree of 
independence from the province. In Westhoek, the many years of negotiation by 
regional stakeholders have resulted in the installation of a provincial department 
for region-specific rural development. Regional stakeholders involved in region-
specific rural development in Westhoek have a very clear opinion on the future 
direction of this development and have elaborated a multi-sectoral, integrated 
regional vision. Instead of merely copying the objectives and measures of the EU 
or Flanders, they try to make optimal use of the framework for subsidies by the 
European Union and Flanders, without losing sight of their own regional vision. 
When talking about region-specific rural development, in society and in 
literature, the bottom-up theory is central. When we consider the processes of 
region-specific rural development in the case studies, however, an important 
group seems to be missing: residents of the regions. Many actors and sectors are 
represented by a number of pressure groups or representative associations, for 
example the farmers’ unions, nature and/or landscape development 
associations, social welfare associations etc. In a way, these pressure groups do 
represent residents, however, they always start from a specific problem to solve 
or a cause to defend. This kind of pressure groups or representative associations 
doesn’t exist for regional residents, there’s no such thing as a pressure group 
that defends the stakes of residents, just because they are residents of the region. 
This makes residents less involved than the other actors and sectors that have a 
stake in region-specific rural development. One can question whether the 
processes studied here are truly bottom-up if an important category like the 
residents is not included or represented as such.  
Finally, the processes of region-specific rural development studied in this thesis 
have indicated that at some point, the bottom-up initiatives taken by regional 
stakeholders have to be institutionalized by higher policy levels in order to make 
a difference in region-specific rural development. As the case of West-Flanders 
has shown, a good balance between bottom-up initiatives and top-down policy 
has resulted in a quite well-working regional governance structure and dynamic 
processes of region-specific rural development. It is important that policy levels 




where necessary, institutionalize them to a certain extent while still leaving 
room for creativity. 
NEED FOR A MULTI-SECTORAL, INTEGRATED APPROACH  
Another conclusion that resulted out of the combination of all chapters, is that 
the themes that are relevant in all chapters: open space and landscape, tourism 
and heritage, regional identity and regional brand, livability and mobility require 
a multi-sectoral, integrated approach. Changing and developing open space, 
tourism, identity, etc. is not the sole responsibility of one policy area. These 
themes are influenced by agricultural and rural policy, but also by policies of 
nature and environment, spatial planning, mobility, economy, tourism etc. 
Decisions made by one policy area, directly or indirectly, have an impact on all 
the others. Too often there is a lack of an integrated approach and involvement 
of multiple sectors and policy areas. The discussions on the preservation of the 
open space are an example of this. Besides the Agricultural and Fisheries Policy 
Area, other policy areas will also have to cooperate. The policy areas for spatial 
planning, environment, water management, land-use planning, tourism and 
landscape management for example will also have to take on an important role 
in realizing this goal of open space preservation. A broad range of actors should 
thus be taken into account and the government needs to stimulate cooperation 
and synergies between these different sectors. This however requires difficult 
and daring political choices and a consequent implementation of these choices. 
Municipalities don’t have the interest, means or power to realize this. For a 
qualitative preservation of open space in general, support of the Flemish policy 
level is indispensable. It will be up to local and regional authorities to keep on 
putting pressure on the Flemish policy level to place this issue on their agenda. 
Similar discussions arise when talking about creating and developing regional 






7.3 SHAPING THE REGION - HOW DO REGIONAL ACTORS SHAPE THEIR 
REGION? 
In a social constructivist view, regions are understood as constructed and 
(re)produced by a variety of actors and social, economic and political processes 
(Allen and Cochrane 2007, Jonas 2012, Massey 1979). These actors and 
processes shaping regions can be both internal and external to the regions. In 
our study of region formation processes, we have focused on the internal actors 
and processes. 
Our analysis has shown that regions become established through the interaction 
of their territorial, symbolic and institutional shapes. These shapes are dynamic 
and it is their interaction that leads to an established region. The empirical 
elaboration has shown that there is no such thing as a fixed temporal sequence in 
which the separate aspects of institutionalization have to occur in order to result 
in an established region, in contrast to the fixed order proposed by Zimmerbauer 
(2011). In the case of Pajottenland, the symbolic shape has instigated the region 
formation process. This symbolic shape has interacted with both the territorial 
and institutional shape. In Westhoek it was the institutional shape that incited 
the region formation process. In both cases there was a merger of two separate 
‘pre-existing’ regions. In Westhoek the two former regions spontaneously 
merged into one, influenced by grassroots actions. In this case, the institutional 
shape was crucial for reinforcing the symbolic and territorial shape. In the case 
of Pajottenland (merged with Zennevallei), the merger was a top-down decision 
by the province and this change in institutional shape has weakened the 
symbolic and territorial shape. Based on all the above, we can state that 
Westhoek is more institutionalized than Pajottenland.  
In literature, two possible scenarios are described once a region is established 
(Raagmaa 2002, Zimmerbauer and Paasi 2013). Either there is a continuous 
renewal and interaction of the different shapes, either the region disappears. In 
the case of continuous renewal, for example, changes in landscapes or borders or 
other typical characteristics that define the identity of the region, can result in 
changes in the institutional environment or symbolic shape. However, a 
continuous and dynamic interaction between these shapes is necessary in order 




region will depend on the further interaction of the different shapes: either the 
region Pajottenland&Zennevallei will become recognized and reproduced as one 
region or the merger will fail and both regions will be reproduced separately. A 
similar discussion could also be found in Meetjesland, that was merged with 
Leie&Schelde by the province in order to enable as many municipalities as 
possible to benefit from European support for rural development. In practice, 
stakeholders from both regions were not really enthusiastic about this merger 
and think that this has not really benefited their development trajectories. So it is 
very likely that the merger of these regions will not result into an established 
region ‘Meetjesland, Leie&Schelde’. 
Our empirical study of the region formation processes in Pajottenland and 
Westhoek has emphasized the important role of individual actors in region 
formation processes, an aspect that often remains underexposed in studies on 
the construction of regions (Antonsich 2010, Hamin and Marcucci 2008, Paasi 
2010). These individuals act as catalysts in the region formation processes and 
are the vital links that assemble the different shapes and stimulate synergies 
between the shapes, resulting in the (re)production of the region and its identity. 
The two cases have shown that the process of region formation strongly depends 
on the efforts of these catalysts. In Westhoek, there was a large group of people 
which were actively using regional identity and building the region. In 
Pajottenland the number of catalysts was rather limited. As illustrated in the 
Pajottenland case study, this dependence on a small group of individuals can be a 
weakness because the region formation process can slow down when these 
individuals retire or for some reason withdraw. Furthermore, the two cases have 
shown that region formation and regional identity are strongly intertwined 
(Cappon and Leinfelder 2009, Paasi 2002a). The symbolic shape is indispensable 
in region formation processes and the cases indicate that regional identity is 
both cause and effect of the on-going region formation processes (Paasi 2001, 
2002a, 2003). The two cases have shown that this regional attachment can be a 
driving force for the catalysts to stimulate the region formation process. For the 
region to achieve an established role, internal recognition is necessary. This 
becomes more difficult if there is no sense of regional attachment among the 




Furthermore, the combination of all our analyses has indicated that the extent to 
which a region is institutionalized or established has major consequences on 
other development trajectories. Concerning the regional branding projects, the 
extent to which the different shapes are developed and their mutual interaction 
affect the selections of the regional branding projects. Both the territorial and 
institutional shape influence the selections of the partners that will be involved 
in the project and the selection of the attributes and values that will be used to 
underpin the regional brand. As a consequence, some regional stakeholders and 
some places within the region ‘fit’ better with the attributes and values of the 
regional brand than others. These stakeholders and places will thus be able to 
profit more from the regional brand than the ones that don’t dispose of the 
attributes and values selected for the brand (Boisen et al. 2011). In Westhoek for 
instance, the municipalities with more open space and heritage from the First 
World War will profit more from the regional brand. Likewise, in Pajottenland, 
the rural municipalities and producers of regional products will get more 
advantage of the rural brand.  
Depending on the extent of institutionalization of the region, the self-assessment 
through the rural web offered different possibilities. In Vlaamse Ardennen, there 
was little or no empirical evidence for the dimensions of the rural web and the 
symbolic and institutional shapes were rather weak. The rural web analysis 
helped the stakeholders to identify missing links in their rural development 
processes and the brainstorming about the dimensions was inspiring and offered 
new ideas for future rural development. In Meetjesland on the other hand, there 
already was an unfolding rural web and a well-established territorial, symbolic 
and institutional shape, resulted in quite strong rural development processes. 
There, the rural web could fulfill its function as a tool for diagnosis of rural 
development processes and it gave them a new vocabulary to name the different 
aspects which they considered to be important in the current rural development 
processes, without having appropriate terms for it. 
The processes of shaping, developing and envisioning the region in the four case 
study regions have indicated that the interaction between the territorial, 
symbolic and institutional shapes are vital for region-specific rural development. 
This doesn’t mean that the regions will continue to exist as they are now. 




of actors and processes. Likewise, region-specific rural development needs to be 
adapted to this dynamic character and should be organized in a dynamic way. 
What is important for the (re)production and renewal of regions, the regional 
dynamism and region-specific rural development is that a change in one shape 
needs to be followed by changes in the others. Regional actors, whether they are 
regional development associations or policy actors, have an important role in 
maintaining and stimulating this interaction between the shapes. They have 
proven to be crucial in the processes studied in this dissertation.  
 
7.4 DEVELOPING THE REGION - HOW DO REGIONAL ACTORS BRAND 
THEIR REGION?  
Regional stakeholders in all regions have indicated the development of a regional 
brand as crucial for future region-specific rural development. While not all 
stakeholders agree that a regional brand is necessary for rural development, the 
majority is convinced that a regional brand contributes to region-specific rural 
development. Three out of the four case study regions have developed a regional 
brand, and the fourth region, Vlaamse Ardennen, also has the intention to do so.   
When comparing all baselines of the existing regional brands, it becomes clear 
that every brand stresses similar unique selling propositions. The regional 
brands of Meetjesland, Pajottenland and Westhoek all emphasize the peaceful, 
unique regional landscapes, the typical regional products and the authentic 
character of the villages. When all regions are promoted in a very similar way, 
one can question whether this doesn’t result in undermining the distinction 
between the regions. Moreover, when all regions implement regional branding 
projects and emphasize similar characteristics, interregional competition 
increases and one can question whether the ‘mutual bidding’ against other rural 
regions contributes to their respective development.  Furthermore, all regions 
focus very much on the conservation of these regional characteristics and are 
inclined to stress the conservative, traditional and old-fashioned interpretations 
of their region. However, branding is not only about conserving a region and its 
characteristics but also about developing and adding new aspects to the region 




For two regions (Pajottenland and Westhoek) we have analyzed in detail how 
actors conceptualize and develop a regional brand. We have focused on the 
selections that were made for the development of the regional brand. Although 
the regional branding projects were started up under similar conditions, the 
resulting regional branding trajectories were quite different. The regional brand 
of Pajottenland is conceptualized as a form of geographic denomination, focusing 
on the sales of regional products. The regional brand of Westhoek, on the other 
hand is conceptualized as a form of place management, supporting the broader 
vision on region-specific rural development. Our analysis indicated that these 
differences were a consequence of the selections made by the project partners. 
We have distinguished large differences between the two case study regions for 
the selection of the target groups, the attributes and values underpinning the 
regional brand and the regional branding strategies.  
The actors who were involved in the selection processes were at the base of 
these differences.  The configuration of the actors involved and the articulation 
of their stakes had influences on the choice of the target groups, the attributes 
and values underpinning the regional brand and the regional branding 
strategies. Another important aspect is the extent to which the actors involved 
were able to give equal input in these selections. Our analysis revealed that the 
governance models in the regions and the power relations among regional 
stakeholders affect this equal input. The regional governance model determines 
the degree to which it is possible to reach an equal input by the different project 
partners and regional stakeholders. In Westhoek there was already a tradition of 
integrated and multi-sectoral cooperation by policy actors and regional 
development associations. This tradition was carried on for the development of 
the regional branding project as well. In Pajottenland there is no such tradition 
as much of the regional policy is centralized in the province.  
However, even if there’s a regional governance model that enables equal input, 
power relations also affect the selections that are made. Although the regional 
governance model in Westhoek enables equal input by the project partners, our 
analysis has revealed that the provincial tourism department has dominated the 
selection of the attributes and values underpinning the regional brand. Although 
all partners could participate in this, the provincial tourism department has 




the region. They have the power, the network and the financial means to do so 
and they can afford to neglect the plea by the other project partners for adding 
innovative aspects in the regional brand. Pajottenland doesn’t even dispose of a 
regional governance model that assures equal input. This input was negatively 
affected by power relations among regional stakeholders. For example, a 
representative of a farmers’ union has dominated the coordinator and other 
regional stakeholders, despite the fact that the farmers’ union was not a partner 
in the project. This dominance has had consequences for the selections made in 
the regional branding project and destroyed relations among regional 
stakeholders.  
 
7.5 ENVISIONING THE REGION - HOW CAN REGIONAL ACTORS BE 
INVOLVED IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF FUTURE STRATEGIES FOR 
REGION-SPECIFIC RURAL DEVELOPMENT?  
The use of the region’s endogenous resources for growth is central within the 
context of region-specific rural development. This growth is preferably 
controlled and directed by local actors, which means that local actors participate 
in the decision-making about the local development strategies as well as in the 
selection of the priorities of these strategies (Galdeano-Gómez et al. 2010, Ray 
2006). This way, the resulting rural development trajectories concur better with 
the specific regional opportunities and problems. However, in practice, the 
expertise of regional actors is fragmented or focused on one particular aspect of 
rural development. Furthermore, as we have already mentioned, regional actors 
in Flanders have limited freedom to determine and implement strategies for 
region-specific rural development.  
Our analyses of processes of region formation and region-specific rural 
development have shown that the regional actors want to have more authority to 
set out and implement strategies. Regional actors in all our case studies have 
pleaded for regional governance models that allow the formulation of region-
specific rural development strategies. The request by the LEADER-coordinators 




ongoing rural development processes, is but another practical example of this. 
They needed this support to prepare the Local Development Strategy, necessary 
to apply for new LEADER-funding for a possible new LEADER-period. 
Furthermore, they wanted to actively involve a variety of regional stakeholders, 
but lacked the skills and tools to facilitate the dialogue with the local community. 
The LEADER-coordinators indicated that they were not able to assess how their 
region was doing in comparison with other regions or in which direction it 
should evolve for it to develop successfully.   
We have explored the possibilities of using the rural web, not only as an 
analytical tool, but also as a mobilizing tool to actively engage actors to reflect on 
the development of their region. The rural web is a theoretical framework that 
allows for a comprehensive and descriptive representation and understanding of 
regional rural development (van der Ploeg and Marsden 2008). We have 
investigated the usefulness of the theoretical concept as a tool for self-
assessment by regional stakeholders of ongoing rural development processes. 
Furthermore, we have investigated how the results of this self-assessment 
through the rural web can be used to set out strategies for region-specific rural 
development. In order to do so, we have started an action research process in 
both regions. 
Our research has shown that in order to enable regional actors to formulate 
strategies for region-specific rural development, a regional learning process 
needs to be initiated. Wellbrock et al. (2013) define regional learning as a 
process in which regional actors engage in collaboration and coordination for 
mutual benefit. Our analyses have confirmed that three conditions need to be 
met in order to ensure a successful regional learning process. First of all, the 
activities and projects have to be initiated by the regional actors themselves. This 
was the case, as we were approached by the coordinators of the two LAGs. 
Secondly, the public administration needs to take on a supporting role. This 
condition was partly met in the case study regions. The LEADER-coordinators 
had the support of the province, but since this was a preparatory exercise, it was 
not sure whether the province would allow the LAGs to implement these 
strategies when a new Local Development Strategy needs to be written. Finally, 
knowledge support structures need to facilitate and support the process of 




provided to the LEADER-coordinators throughout the action research. By 
fulfilling these three conditions, we could synergistically combine the 
fragmented knowledge and expertise. The processes of regional learning 
however differed from case to case: in the case of Vlaamse Ardennen, little or no 
bond existed between the regional stakeholders. But the action research was 
able to initiate a successful regional learning process in which regional actors 
engaged in collaboration and coordination for mutual benefit (Rutten and 
Boekema 2007). On the contrary, in the Meetjesland, Leie & Schelde region a 
divide between the two major areas (Meetjesland on the one hand and 
Leie&Schelde on the other) complicated the envisioned regional learning 
process. The action research revealed a considerable difference in pace between 
the two areas, which were brought together in a rather artificial manner. 
Regional actors of Meetjesland could build on a long-established rural 
development process, which facilitated, stimulated and reinforced regional 
learning, whereas their counterparts of Leie&Schelde could not build on such 
previous experience and lacked the willingness to invest in collaboration. As a 
consequence, no strategies for region-specific rural development could be 
formulated for Leie&Schelde. 
The regional learning process implies a long-term process in different stages, 
involving the regional stakeholders in every stage in order to get familiar with 
the rural web, its dimensions and functions. This was the case for the LEADER-
coordinators, for whom the process has been a learning experience, giving new 
and inspiring insights in every stage. An important aspect of the regional 
learning process, based on a self-assessment through the concept of rural web, is 
that the rural web needs to be operationalized in order to create added value. 
The theoretical concept is too complex to be used by regional stakeholders. The 
rural web and its dimensions need to be translated into a common, shared 
language which provides a neutral starting point that the diverse stakeholders 
can all agree on (Hermans et al. 2011). Furthermore, the rural web dimensions 
must be made more tangible to the stakeholders and embedded in the local 
context.  
As already indicated, the action research has led to different strategies for 
region-specific rural development in the regions. The strategies start from the 




regions the sharing of experiences and knowledge provided opportunities for 
reflection and allowed the pooling of ideas and drafting of joint proposals. This 
was not only valid for the LEADER-coordinators, but also for other regional 
stakeholders who were involved in the process. Their participation in the 
process and the results from their discussions and reflections on the rural web 
provided them with new information and insights for future region-specific rural 
development. Furthermore, the regional stakeholders realized the importance of 
cooperation in rural development and started acting upon this. While there is no 
proof that the outcomes of the research process are the only driving forces of 
these newly launched initiatives, the analysis still indicates that the research 
process has provided all involved stakeholders with new insights into their 
position relative to other rural regions and ideas for future development 
strategies. Finally, the action research process resulted into region-specific rural 
development strategies, adjusted to regional opportunities and strengths. These 
strategies were quite different from the ones that can be found in the local 
development strategies and were developed in a participative way. The process 
and the resulting strategies thus comply much better with the principles of 
place-based development as described in literature and in policy frameworks.  
 
7.6 POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  
Based on the combination and integration of our research results, we have 
formulated a number of recommendations for the different policy levels. 
Concerning the European Common Agricultural Policy, we suggest that this 
policy enables a more flexible use of the criteria for LEADER-funding, in order to 
take into account the peri-urban context of an urbanized and densely populated 
Flanders. A greater flexibility in these criteria, enabling an adjustment to the 
local context, complies better with the LEADER-philosophy of place-based, 
bottom-up development. Furthermore, region-specific rural development in 
Flanders would benefit from a more strict guideline for the use and division of 
budget. This way, the broad, integrated rural development might be stimulated 




Concerning the Flemish rural development policy, we also have a few policy 
recommendations. First of all, in order to answer the needs of the regional actors 
for more authorities for the regional level, it is important that the region-specific 
rural development policy is further developed. The current region-specific rural 
development policy program is a first step that has been taken in this direction. 
Although we have demonstrated that regional stakeholders indicate similar 
themes as crucial for future rural development, this doesn’t mean that they all 
agree on similar region-specific rural development strategies. For instance, the 
action research carried out in Meetjesland and Vlaamse Ardennen has resulted in 
diverse, region-specific rural development strategies. Instead of fixing a limited 
number of objectives for which support will be provided, the Flemish 
government could stimulate the bottom-up development of well-founded and 
substantiated strategies for region-specific rural development, addressing the 
specific regional context. The Flemish government could stimulate this through 
providing budget and support for this kind of participative, bottom-up 
development of strategies. This could stimulate regional actors to evaluate 
current rural development processes and to combine this evaluation and the 
fragmented expertise in order to develop more integrated region-specific 
strategies. The set-up of regional learning processes could be a way to encourage 
the participation of a large number of stakeholders. Furthermore, region-specific 
rural development could be stimulated even more if the Flemish government 
would make the shift ‘from government to governance’ by taking up a more 
enabling role rather than a steering and directing role.  
Our research has indicated that there’s a large variety of actors in the regions 
studied, who have different and sometimes opposing stakes. Farmers are no 
longer the sole actors in rural areas, nor is agriculture the sole backbone of the 
rural economy. The future of rural areas in Flanders will not only depend on 
agricultural development, but on a broader development of a wide range of 
actors and sectors. In order to take into account the diverse range of actors 
involved in region-specific rural development, it is recommended that the 
Flemish government makes a shift from a narrow, agri-centric interpretation of 
rural development towards a broader interpretation of bottom-up, multi-




The recommendation to take up a more enabling role instead of a directing role 
is also valid for the provincial governments. Region-specific rural development 
would benefit from the decentralization of a number of policy domains to the 
regional level. By installing regional governance models that allow the 
formulation of strategies for region-specific rural development, the provinces 
could stimulate this kind of development. This doesn’t mean that the provinces 
would have to give up all their authorities, but it would result in a more even 
partnership between the province and the regional stakeholders. Similar 
regional governance structures also contribute to a more equal representation of 
all sectors and actors who have a stake in region-specific rural development.  
For the lowest policy level, the municipalities, it will be important to keep on 
striving for more investments by the Flemish government in the municipal level 
in order to enable them to sufficiently implement their activities and to be a valid 
partner in region-specific rural development. Further participation in 
cooperation projects with other, regional municipalities will also remain 
important in order to overcome some of the structural problems and to maintain 
the provision of services, touristic arrangements, etc. Finally, it might also be 
beneficial to think about passing on some of the municipal authorities to the 
regional level.  
As our research has demonstrated, actors are crucial in processes of region 
formation and region-specific rural development. In our case studies, these 
regional actors often positively influenced region-specific rural development, by 
linking and connecting people, organizations and policy actors. Their enthusiasm 
and motivation definitely had a positive influence on the processes of region 
formation and region-specific rural development. Although the economic, social, 
policy and environmental change processes have challenged actors involved in 
processes of region formation and region-specific rural development, they have 
also offered opportunities. We believe that actors who actively look for new, 
innovative opportunities in these change processes, will make a difference in 
boosting region-specific rural development. It is important that these actors also 
continue striving for more autonomous development approaches and that they 
continue to look for innovative ways to design and implement region-specific 




actors, it is necessary that regional and local authorities invest in these people, 
by stimulating further education, specialization and exchange of knowledge.  
A final recommendation concerns all regional stakeholders involved in processes 
of region-specific rural development. This research has indicated that similar 
constellations of actors could be found in all four case study regions, leading to 
similar discussions on the future development of similar themes. It might be a 
good thing to try to broaden the range of actors involved in the processes of 
region-specific rural development and to look for other stakeholders, who have a 
stake in region-specific rural development and are not yet involved. This could 
lead to new, innovative ways for envisioning and implementing region-specific 
rural development.  
  
7.7 TOPICS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
In this dissertation we have focused on the role of actors in region formation and 
region-specific rural development, because this remained less explored in 
literature. In this range of research opportunities, we have chosen to focus on the 
role of internal actors. However, also external actors and processes influence 
region formation and region-specific rural development. It will be interesting to 
further elaborate on this topic in the future.  
Furthermore, the role of regional identity in processes of region formation and 
region-specific rural development needs to be studied. More specifically the 
question whether regional identity is an enabling or rather a limiting factor for 
these processes has to be addressed. It will be interesting to follow up the 
regions that were merged because of administrative reasons and to investigate 
the impact of these mergers on the respective rural development trajectories. It 
might be possible that these merged regions will become institutionalized, but 
there’s also the chance that the separate regions will continue to exist.  
Because of the positive feedback by the actors involved in the action research 
process, we believe that this kind of research holds potential for evaluating and 
setting out region-specific rural development strategies. A further elaboration, 




frameworks for analyzing rural development processes) with regional 
stakeholders could mean a great difference in the further development of rural 
regions in Flanders.  
Future research will also be necessary to translate the policy recommendations 
formulated in section 7.6 into concrete and practical guidelines. Research is 
necessary to investigate how the Flemish and provincial governments can 
stimulate and support the formulation of region-specific rural development 
strategies, for example through regional learning processes or other 
participative, bottom-up processes.  
The case studies of this thesis were limited to Flanders, but a broader 
investigation and comparison with the Walloon region, as well as other 
European countries might lead to new insights as well. Finally, it will be 
fascinating to follow-up the regional branding projects as well as the 
implementation of the strategies set out by regional stakeholders and to study 
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A variety of policy, social, environmental and economic change processes, in 
combination with globalization as an overarching process have resulted in 
increasingly homogeneous and uniform rural areas. Rural areas have become 
progressively interchangeable. There’s a significant loss of the diversity of rural 
landscapes, rural products, farming techniques and crops, and other cultural and 
environmental differences of rural areas. As a reaction to this, a growing 
attention for place-based rural development can be witnessed in society, science 
and policy. Central to place-based development is the use of the region’s 
endogenous resources for growth. This growth is preferably controlled and 
directed by local actors. Place-based development focuses on valorizing 
differences through the nurturing of locally distinctive human and 
environmental capacities. This approach promotes territorially-focused, 
integrated rural development. Development is contextualized by focusing on the 
needs, capacities and perspectives of local people, local participation and 
community values. This also entails the participation of local actors in the 
decision-making about the local development strategies as well as in the 
selection of the priorities of these strategies. This way, the resulting 
development trajectories concur better with the specific regional opportunities 
and problems. Furthermore, place-based approaches to rural development are 
considered as strengthening the resilience of rural areas against global pressures 
by decreasing state dependencies and increasing the economic competitiveness 
of rural areas. 
The aforementioned change processes have also had an impact on rural areas in 
Flanders, resulting in more attention for place-based rural development. In 
Flanders, a substantive part of place-based rural development initiatives 
emerges at the regional level. This regional level is situated between the 
provinces (NUTS 2) and municipalities (LAU 2). The Flemish government focuses 
more and more on the regional level for organizing and implementing place-
based rural development. The region thus emerges as an operational interface 
between established public administrative levels to enable better coordination 
and implementation of top-down policies. The Flemish government defines 




“gebiedsgericht plattelandsbeleid”). The attention for this intermediate regional 
level is not limited to policy actors. Also local actors often cooperate and 
organize bottom-up development initiatives on this regional level. It is at this 
intermediate, regional level that bottom-up and top-down initiatives meet. In 
other words, the region emerges as an operational interface between established 
public administrative levels to enable better coordination and implementation of 
top-down policies and to enhance and create institutional space for bottom-up, 
place-based strategies. 
Different aspects of region-specific rural development processes have been 
studied in literature.  However, there is still a lack of clarity on the role of actors 
in these processes. Therefore, this thesis will focus on the roles of actors in 
region-specific rural development. A first objective is to explore region-specific 
rural development processes in Flanders and the interaction of policy and 
regional actors in these processes. Our second objective is to investigate the role 
of actors in processes of region formation and region-specific rural development. 
We investigate the role of actors in shaping, developing and branding the region. 
In order to do this, we have conducted semi-structured interviews, organized 
focus groups and collected policy documents for four case study regions: 
Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen and Westhoek.  
Overall, we can conclude that the interaction between policy and regional 
stakeholders is dominated by a top-down approach by the Flemish and 
provincial governments. It seems that the Flemish government as well as the 
majority of the provincial governments (with exception of West Flanders) prefer 
a steering and controlling role in region-specific rural development. They haven’t 
taken up their new roles of enablers and supporters of rural development. They 
interfere at the regional level and want to maintain control over what happens in 
regions. In that respect, the Flemish and provincial governments don’t succeed in 
their objective to enable region-specific rural development as they are ‘stuck’ in 
their roles of steering, planning and controlling development. This lack of real 
region-specific rural development policy leads to similar development strategies 
in all case study regions, which is in contrast with the core idea of place-based 
development. The action research we conducted in Meetjesland and Vlaamse 
Ardennen, starting from the regional context and in close cooperation with and 




strategies than the ones formulated in the local development strategies. These 
strategies were quite different for the two regions and also contributed to the 
reinforcement of competitiveness, environment and quality of life of the regions. 
This leads to the conclusion that there still is some kind of mismatch between the 
objectives of region-specific rural development policy and the practical 
implementation of this policy in Flanders. There’s a clear difference in the 
interpretations by regional actors and the Flemish and provincial governments 
of what regions-specific rural development entails and how it should be 
organized and implemented.   
This top-down dominance by Flemish and provincial governments doesn’t mean 
that the regional stakeholders in the case study areas are entirely passive. As the 
cases of Meetjesland, Pajottenland and Westhoek have demonstrated, there are 
opportunities for regional actors to resist and negotiate the Flemish and 
provincial policy. Moreover, regional stakeholders are crucial in “making a 
difference” in the processes of region-specific rural development. It seems that 
the potential for region-specific rural development is related rather to actors 
than to regions with their variety of assets. All regions dispose of similar regional 
assets in the form of beautiful landscapes, open space, authentic rural villages 
and heritage, etc. It is the presence of and interaction between regional 
stakeholders and policy that makes a difference. It is because of divergent 
initiatives by regional actors and different configurations of stakeholders with 
different articulations of their stakes and rural development themes, that there 
are differences between the case study regions. The presence of individual 
stakeholders, acting as catalysts in the processes of region formation and rural 
development, is indispensable for region-specific rural development. Their 
commitment, input and energy has proven to be crucial in the processes of 
shaping, developing and envisioning the case study regions. 
Shaping the region 
In order to investigate the role of actors in region-specific rural development 
processes, a thorough knowledge on the regional context and insights into the 
region formation processes are indispensable. Our empirical study on region 
formation processes emphasizes the important role of individual actors in region 
formation processes. These individuals act as catalysts in the region formation 




institutional shapes and stimulate synergies between these shapes, resulting in 
an established region and the (re)production of the region and its identity. The 
process of region formation strongly depends on the efforts of these catalysts. 
Furthermore, the extent to which a region is established has major consequences 
on other development trajectories as well.  
Developing the region 
Regional branding is one of the possible strategies for region-specific rural 
development. Stakeholders in all the case study regions have indicated that the 
development of a regional brand is crucial for future region-specific rural 
development. While not all stakeholders agree that a regional brand is necessary 
for rural development, the majority is convinced that a regional brand 
contributes to region-specific rural development. Three out of the four case 
study regions have developed a regional brand, and the fourth region, Vlaamse 
Ardennen, also has the intention to do so. We have focused on the selections that 
the involved stakeholders made for the development of the regional brand. 
Although the regional branding projects were started up under similar 
conditions, the resulting regional branding trajectories were quite different. 
Different selections were made for the target groups, the attributes and values to 
underpin the regional brand, the strategy and the communication of the regional 
brand. The differences in these selections have led to different regional branding 
trajectories. The actors who are involved in the selection processes are at the 
base of these differences. Another important aspect is the extent to which the 
actors involved were able to give equal input in these selections. Our analysis has 
revealed that the governance models in the regions and the power relations 
among regional stakeholders affect this equal input. Finally, the extent to which a 
region is established also influences these selections.. 
Envisioning the region 
Central to place-based development, is the use of the region’s endogenous 
resources for growth. This growth is preferably controlled and directed by local 
actors. On the request of the LEADER-coordinators of two LAGs in Flanders, we 
have started an action research process, in order to enable regional actors to 
formulate strategies for region-specific rural development. We have used the 




development of their region. The rural web is a theoretical framework that 
allows for a comprehensive and descriptive representation and understanding of 
regional rural development. This research has shown that in order to enable 
regional actors to formulate strategies for region-specific rural development, a 
regional learning process needs to be initiated. Three conditions need to be met 
in order to ensure a successful regional learning process. First, regional actors 
themselves have to initiate region-specific rural development activities and 
projects. Second, the public administration needs to take on a supporting role. 
Finally, knowledge support structures need to facilitate and support the process 
of regional learning. By fulfilling these three conditions, we have synergistically 
combined the fragmented knowledge and expertise of regional stakeholders. The 
set-up of a regional learning process implies a long-term process in different 
stages, involving the regional stakeholders in every stage in order to get familiar 
with the rural web, its dimensions and functions. The action research process 
has resulted into region-specific rural development strategies, adjusted to 
regional opportunities and strengths. These strategies are quite different from 
the ones that can be found in the local development strategies. The process and 
the resulting strategies thus comply much better with the principles of place-
based development 
Based on this research, we have formulated a number of policy 
recommendations. Concerning the European Common Agricultural Policy, we 
suggest that this policy enables a more flexible use of the criteria for LEADER-
funding, in order to take into account the peri-urban context of a highly 
populated Flanders. A greater flexibility in these criteria, enabling an adjustment 
to the local context, complies better with the LEADER-philosophy of  place-
based, bottom-up development.  
Concerning the Flemish rural development policy, we also have a few policy 
recommendations. First of all, in order to answer the needs of the regional actors 
for more autonomy for the regional level, it is important that the region-specific 
rural development policy is further developed. The region-specific rural 
development policy program is a first step that has been taken in this direction. 
In order to further enable region-specific rural development, the Flemish 
government needs to support local and regional actors in the development of 




region-specific rural development could be stimulated even more if the Flemish 
government would make the shift from government to governance by taking up 
a more enabling role rather than a steering and directing role. Second, our 
research has indicated that there’s a large variety of actors on the countryside, 
who have different and sometimes opposing stakes. Farmers are no longer the 
sole actors on the countryside, nor is agriculture the sole backbone of the rural 
economy. The future of rural areas in Flanders will not only depend on 
agricultural development, but on a broader development of a wide range of 
actors and sectors. In order to take into account the current reality of the 
Flemish countryside it is recommended that the Flemish government makes a 
shift from a narrow, agri-centric interpretation of rural development towards a 
broader interpretation of bottom-up, multi-sectoral and integrated rural 
development.  
The recommendation to take up a more enabling role instead of a directing role 
is also valid for the provincial governments. Region-specific rural development 
would benefit from the decentralization of a number of policy domains to the 
regional level. By installing regional governance models that allow the 
formulation of strategies for region-specific rural development, the provinces 
could stimulate this kind of development. For the lowest policy level, the 
municipalities, it will be important to keep on striving for more investments by 
the Flemish government in the municipal level in order to enable them to 
sufficiently implement their activities and to be a valid partner in region-specific 
rural development. 
To conclude, as our research has demonstrated, actors are crucial in processes of 
region formation and regional development. In our case studies, these regional 
actors have often positively influenced region-specific rural development, by 
linking and connecting people, organizations and policy actors. Their enthusiasm 
and motivation definitely has a positive influence on the processes of region 
formation and regional development. It is important that these actors continue 
striving for more regional autonomy and that they continue to look for 
innovative ways to design and implement region-specific rural development 
strategies. Finally, because of the importance of regional actors, it is necessary 
that regional and local authorities invest in these people, by stimulating 




Politieke, sociale, ecologische en economische veranderingsprocessen, in 
combinatie met globalisering als overkoepelend proces leiden tot steeds meer 
homogene en uniforme plattelandsgebieden. Deze gebieden worden steeds meer 
inwisselbaar en een groot deel van de diversiteit aan regionale producten, 
gewassen en landbouwtechnieken en andere culturele en omgevingsverschillen 
tussen plattelandsgebieden gaat verloren. Als tegenreactie hierop, is er een 
toenemende aandacht voor gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling, zowel in de 
maatschappij als bij het beleid en in onderzoek. Gebiedsgerichte plattelands-
ontwikkeling maakt maximaal gebruik van de regionale kwaliteiten en wordt bij 
voorkeur gecontroleerd en gestuurd door lokale actoren. Hierbij tracht men 
regionale verschillen te valoriseren door de lokale menselijke en 
omgevingskwaliteiten te ontwikkelen. Deze aanpak stimuleert geïntegreerde 
plattelandsontwikkeling. Er wordt veel aandacht besteed aan de lokale context 
door te focussen op de noden, capaciteiten en perspectieven van lokale actoren. 
Dit betekent ook dat lokale actoren actief deelnemen aan beslissingen over 
ontwikkelingsstrategieën en de selectie van prioriteiten voor plattelands-
ontwikkeling. Op die manier sluiten de ontwikkelingstrajecten beter aan bij de 
specifieke regionale opportuniteiten en problemen. Daarnaast draagt 
gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling bij aan het versterken van de 
veerkracht van plattelandsgebieden tegen globale veranderingsprocessen.  
Deze politieke, sociale, ecologische en economische veranderingsprocessen 
hebben ook een impact op plattelandsgebieden in Vlaanderen en ook hier zien 
we dat er meer aandacht is voor een gebiedsgericht plattelandsbeleid. In 
Vlaanderen speelt het overgrote deel van de initiatieven voor gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkeling zich af op het regionale niveau, tussen de provinciale en 
gemeentelijke beleidsniveaus in. De Vlaamse overheid gaat steeds meer 
gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkelingsinitiatieven organiseren op dit niveau. 
Werken op regionaal niveau vergemakkelijkt de coördinatie en implementatie 
van Europees en Vlaams plattelandsbeleid. De toenemende aandacht voor dit 
regionale niveau is niet beperkt tot het beleid, ook lokale actoren uit het 
middenveld gaan zich steeds meer regionaal organiseren. Er verschijnen steeds 




regioniveau. Het is exact op dit intermediaire, regionale niveau dat de top-down 
initiatieven van de verschillende overheidsniveaus en de bottom-up acties van 
regionale actoren elkaar vinden. Met andere woorden, de regio vormt het 
raakvlak tussen top-down initiatieven van het beleid en bottom-up acties van 
regionale actoren. Dit raakvlak zorgt voor een betere coördinatie en 
implementatie van beleid mogelijk te maken én creëert institutionele ruimte om 
regionale initiatieven van onderuit mogelijk te maken.  
Verschillende aspecten van gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling zijn reeds 
bestudeerd. Er is echter nog onduidelijkheid over de rol van actoren in 
processen van gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. Daarom focust deze 
thesis zich specifiek op de rol van actoren en beleid in processen van 
gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. Een eerste doelstelling is om dergelijke 
processen in Vlaanderen te verkennen en de interactie tussen regionale actoren 
en beleid te bestuderen. Een tweede doelstelling spitst zich nog meer toe op de 
rol van actoren in processen van regiovorming en gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkeling. Hiervoor werd een kwalitatief onderzoek opgezet, op 
basis van semigestructureerd interviews, focusgroepen en beleidsdocumenten, 
in 4 regio’s: Meetjesland, Pajottenland, Vlaamse Ardennen en Westhoek. 
De analyse wees uit dat de interactie tussen beleid en regionale actoren wordt 
gedomineerd door de Vlaamse en provinciale overheden die een beleid van 
bovenaf opleggen zonder daarbij rekening te houden met de lokale context. 
Zowel de Vlaamse overheid als de meerderheid van de provinciale overheden 
(met uitzondering van West-Vlaanderen) verkiezen een sturende en 
controlerende rol in gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. Ze mengen zich in 
beslissingen op regionaal niveau en willen de controle hierover blijven 
behouden. In dat opzicht slagen de Vlaamse en provinciale overheden er niet in 
om hun doelstelling voor meer gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling waar te 
maken. Ze zitten vast in hun rol van sturende, plannende en controlerende 
overheid. Dit gebrek aan echte gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling zorgt 
ervoor dat de ontwikkelingsstrategieën in alle bestudeerde regio’s zeer 
gelijkaardig zijn, wat in contrast is met de basisprincipes van gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkeling. Het actie-onderzoek dat in twee van de vier regio’s 
werd opgestart om te komen tot strategieën voor gebiedsgerichte 




opgezet in nauwe samenwerking met regionale actoren. Dit onderzoek leidde tot 
strategieën die sterk verschillen van diegene die nu in de lokale 
ontwikkelingsstrategieën staan. Ze waren ook sterk verschillend voor beide 
regio’s. Er is dus nog een wanverhouding tussen de doelstellingen en de 
werkelijke uitvoering van het Vlaamse en provinciale gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkelingsbeleid.  
De dominantie van de Vlaamse en provinciale overheden betekent echter niet 
dat de regionale actoren in de case studies volledig passief zijn. In een aantal van 
de bestudeerde regio’s zijn regionale actoren erin geslaagd om weerstand te 
bieden aan deze dominantie en te onderhandelen met het Vlaamse en 
provinciale beleid. Regionale actoren maken vaak het verschil in de bestudeerde 
processen. Het potentieel voor gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling moet 
dus eerder gezocht worden bij de regionale actoren dan in de verschillende 
regionale kenmerken of kwaliteiten. Alle bestudeerde regio’s beschikken over 
gelijkaardige, mooie landschappen, open ruimte, authentieke dorpjes, erfgoed, 
etc. Maar het zijn de actoren die verschillende initiatieven opzetten en op 
verschillende manier samenwerken,  om deze kwaliteiten te ontwikkelen en die 
dus vooral instaan voor de verschillen in ontwikkelingsprocessen. De 
aanwezigheid van individuele actoren, die door hun engagement en energie de 
ontwikkelingsprocessen dynamiseren, is uitermate belangrijk in alle 
bestudeerde regio’s.  
Om meer inzicht te krijgen in de rol van actoren in gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkeling, is een grondige kennis van de regionale context alsook 
van regiovormingsprocessen vereist. Uit de analyse van die regiovormings-
processen bleek dat individuele actoren hierin een zeer belangrijke rol spelen. 
Deze individuele actoren kunnen beschouwd worden als katalysatoren voor de 
regiovormingsprocessen en ze zijn de vitale linken die de territoriale, 
symbolische en institutionele aspecten van de regio samenbrengen. De interactie 
tussen de actoren en deze territoriale, symbolische en institutionele kenmerken 
resulteert in de erkenning van regio’s, zowel intern als extern.  
Regional branding is één van de mogelijke strategieën voor gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkeling, die populair is in de bestudeerde regio’s. Respondenten 
in alle regio’s hebben aangegeven dat het ontwikkelen van een regionaal merk in 




respondenten vindt dat regional branding een bijdrage kan leveren aan de 
ontwikkeling van hun regio. Drie van de vier bestudeerde regio’s hebben al een 
regionaal merk ontwikkeld en ook de vierde regio, Vlaamse Ardennen is van plan 
om dit te doen. In onze analyses hebben we de selecties die de betrokken actoren 
maakten bij de ontwikkeling van hun streekmerk bestudeerd. Hoewel de 
regional branding projecten werden opgezet onder gelijkaardige 
omstandigheden, zijn de resulterende trajecten sterk verschillend. De verschillen 
in selecties van onder meer de doelgroepen, de regionale kenmerken die aan de 
basis liggen van het merk, de branding-strategie en de communicatie van het 
streekmerk hebben geleid tot sterk uiteenlopende regional branding-trajecten. 
De actoren die betrokken zijn bij deze selecties hebben een belangrijke invloed 
hierop. De selecties worden ook beïnvloed door de mate waarin de betrokken 
actoren gelijkwaardige zeggenschap hebben in de selecties. De analyses wijzen 
uit dat dit bepaald wordt door zowel de aanwezigheid van regionale bestuurs- en 
overlegorganen als door machtsrelaties tussen de actoren. Ook de mate waarin 
een regio erkend is, m.a.w. de ontwikkelingsfase waarin de regio zich bevindt, 
beïnvloedt de selecties, vooral die van de doelgroepen en de regionale 
kenmerken die aan de basis liggen van het merk.  
Naast regional branding zijn er natuurlijk nog een heel aantal andere mogelijke 
strategieën voor gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. Idealiter maken deze 
strategieën maximaal gebruik van de regionale kwaliteiten en worden de 
strategieën opgesteld en uitgevoerd door regionale actoren. Op die manier 
sluiten de ontwikkelingstrajecten beter aan bij de specifieke regionale 
opportuniteiten en problemen. Op vraag van de coördinatoren van twee 
plaatselijke LEADER-groepen werd een actie-onderzoeksproces opgestart, om 
regionale actoren te ondersteunen bij het formuleren van strategieën voor 
gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. We maakten gebruik van het 
plattelandsweb (rural web) als mobiliserende tool om actoren te laten 
reflecteren over ontwikkelingsprocessen in hun regio’s. Het plattelandsweb is 
een theoretisch kader om gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkelingsprocessen in 
kaart te brengen en te analyseren. Het actie-onderzoek toonde aan dat hiervoor 
een regionaal leerproces moet worden opgestart. Drie voorwaarden zijn nodig 
om een succesvol regionaal leerproces te garanderen. Eerst en vooral moeten de 
regionale actoren zelf initiatieven en projecten voor gebiedsgerichte plattelands-




verlenen. Tot slot is er nood aan facilitering en ondersteuning vanuit 
onderzoeks- of andere kennisinstellingen. Door aan die drie voorwaarden te 
voldoen, is het mogelijk de gefragmenteerde kennis en expertise van regionale 
actoren samen te brengen. Daarnaast is het belangrijk dat zo’n regionaal 
leerproces een langetermijnproces is, dat wordt georganiseerd in verschillende 
fasen en dat een groot aantal regionale actoren hierbij betrekt. Het actie-
onderzoek heeft geleid tot gebiedsgerichte strategieën voor plattelands-
ontwikkeling, aangepast aan de regionale context die beter aansluiten bij de 
basisprincipes van gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling.  
Op basis van dit onderzoek hebben we een aantal beleidsaanbevelingen 
geformuleerd. Met betrekking tot het Europese Gemeenschappelijk 
Landbouwbeleid, zou een versoepeling van de criteria voor LEADER-middelen 
een positieve invloed hebben op de bestudeerde processen. Door een grotere 
flexibiliteit hierin mogelijk te maken, kan beter rekening gehouden worden met 
de context van een sterk verstedelijkt en dichtbevolkt Vlaanderen. Om beter te 
kunnen inspelen op specifieke regionale context, is het verder ook belangrijk dat 
het Vlaamse gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkelingsbeleid meer wordt 
uitgebouwd. Het Vlaamse plattelandsbeleidsplan is een eerste stap die de 
Vlaamse overheid hierin heeft genomen. Om een gebiedsgerichte plattelands-
ontwikkeling verder te stimuleren, is het ook nodig dat de Vlaamse overheid 
lokale en regionale actoren ondersteunt bij het opstellen van goed onderbouwde 
en beredeneerde ontwikkelingsstrategieën. Ook is het aan te raden dat de 
Vlaamse overheid evolueert naar een meer coördinerende en stimulerende 
houding, en meer bevoegdheden overdraagt aan regionale actoren. In de 
bestudeerde plattelandsregio’s vinden we een groot aantal verschillende actoren 
en sectoren, met verschillende en soms tegengestelde belangen in 
gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. Landbouwers zijn niet langer de enige 
actoren op het platteland en de landbouwsector is niet langer de belangrijkste 
economische sector in de plattelandseconomie. De toekomst van het Vlaamse 
platteland zal dus niet enkel afhangen van een verdere ontwikkeling van de 
landbouwsector, maar van een ruimere plattelandsontwikkeling van 
verschillende sectoren. Om beter te kunnen inspelen op de huidige realiteit van 
de Vlaamse plattelandsregio’s is het aan te raden dat de Vlaamse overheid 




meer middelen uittrekt voor de ontwikkeling van een ruimere groep van actoren 
en sectoren.  
Ook de provinciale overheden zouden meer ruimte moeten laten aan regionale 
actoren om gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling vorm te geven. Door een 
aantal bevoegdheden te decentraliseren en regionale bestuurs- en 
overlegorganen mogelijk te maken, kunnen de provincies gebiedsgerichte 
plattelandsontwikkeling beter stimuleren. De gemeenten zullen ook moeten 
blijven pleiten voor meer investeringen door de Vlaamse overheid zodat ze een 
sterke partner in gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling kunnen zijn en 
blijven.  
Tot slot heeft ons onderzoek ook aangetoond dat actoren cruciaal zijn in 
processen van regiovorming en gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. In de 
bestudeerde regio’s hebben regionale actoren deze processen vaak positief 
beïnvloed, door actoren, organisaties en beleid samen te brengen en met elkaar 
te verbinden. Hun enthousiasme en motivatie heeft een positieve invloed op 
regiovorming en gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling. Het is belangrijk dat 
deze actoren ook in de toekomst verder ijveren voor meer regionale 
bevoegdheden. Daarnaast moeten ze ook blijven op zoek gaan naar innovatieve 
manieren om strategieën voor gebiedsgerichte plattelandsontwikkeling te 
formuleren en uit te voeren. Gezien het belang van deze actoren is het ook 
noodzakelijk dat regionale en lokale instanties verder investeren in deze 
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